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ABSTRACT
One of the challenges confronting the Catholic Church worldwide is the shortage
of priests. Because of this, many parishes, especially in the rural areas, gather for Sunday
worship without the Eucharist. This thesis will explore the rural areas in the western part
of Nigeria that are faced with the problem of the shortage of priests, economic instability,
lack of basic amenities, and poverty. Due to this, the people in this part of the country
feel deprived, isolated, and marginalized. The thesis will propose for the commission of
lay ministers to preside at the Communion service, liturgies of the Word, and sacramental
preparation in the absence of a priest.
Therefore, the thesis uses constructive narrative criticism. This method is personal
based on my experiences in rural western Nigeria. It will narrate the situation of the
Catholic faithful living in the rural and urban settings, and from this perspective, a model
of Sunday celebration will be introduced. An example of such a model is gathering the
assembly with a lay presider who shares the Word in the absence of a priest. The
presence of lay ministers in the rural Church will bridge the disparity between rural and
urban settings. That way, the communities continue to see one another as the People of
God.
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INTRODUCTION
Vatican Council II ushered in many adaptations in the celebration of the
Eucharist. These changes have caused the Church to reconsider how it understands and
communicates its Eucharistic tradition.1 Today, the “always reforming” Church continues
to examine how it gathers around the Eucharistic table, taking into account that people
are assembling in different settings with different cultural experiences. A historical reality
that has been true in the Church for centuries is the tension between the rural and urban
realities of local communities. Stated bluntly, the sacramental life of the Church,
especially the celebration of the Eucharist and catechesis in the faith, is more readily
accessible in urban settings than in rural ones. George Lindbeck suggests that this tension
causes some Catholics to feel that "the Eucharist tastes bitter in a divided church."2
The majority of Catholic faithful in the western part of Nigeria live in rural areas.
In order to participate in the Eucharist and other sacraments or to take part in education in
their faith, they must make long trips to the parish closest to them. Due to their rural
isolation and the shortage of priests, they feel deprived of the sustenance for their faith
that is available to those who live in urban areas. As a result of these factors, many
Catholics lose their faith and sense of belonging to a community. They are flocks without
shepherds. There is no one to guide them in their faith development.
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Publishing, 1992), 3.
2

George Lindbeck, “The Eucharist Tastes Bitter in a Divided Church,” Spectrum 19/1 (Spring
1999), pp. 4-5

1

I have a passion for this topic because of my personal experience as a young boy.
I became an altar boy and was greatly attracted to the priesthood. This gave me an
opportunity to accompany the priest on his pastoral visits to the rural and interior areas
where I was born and raised, Ikare Akoko, Ondo State, Nigeria. I was heartened to see
how the people overcame many challenges to have access to a priest for Eucharist and
other sacramental needs. However, due to their particular situation, the people living in
these parts of the country often were left without ecclesial leadership for weeks and
months. They felt neglected, segregated, and marginalized due to a situation that was not
of their making. The People of God in these regions were being deprived of the two
tables: the table of the Word and the Eucharist.
The research involved in this thesis is significant and timely because the people
living in rural western Nigeria need to know that they are not alone in their Christian
journey. They should have trust and confidence in those who will be chosen among them
as lectors, acolytes, catechists, and Eucharistic ministers. The assembly should feel it is in
communion with the other rural and urban communities in the diocese through their
communion services and liturgies of the Word. Finally, they should be equal to other
Catholics who have more frequent access to a priest and the sacraments.
From the leadership perspective of ecclesial leadership, priests need to know that
their priestly duties are not limited or confined to a more accessible place or a specific
people. They should follow what Jesus instructed his disciples to do – to go and preach
the good news to all the corners of the earth (Mk. 16.15). In the words of Pope Francis in
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Evangelium Gaudium3, priests should learn how to be shepherds who take on the “smell
of the sheep.” And to do this in rural areas of Nigeria, priests need to choose among the
people capable, respected, and prepared leaders who can shepherd the assembly in the
Liturgy of the Word and facilitate sacramental preparation when they are unable to be
present. By so doing, the people would not be like sheep without a shepherd.
Therefore, this thesis maintains that faithful Catholics in rural western Nigeria are
not less Catholic than others who have more frequent access to the sacraments. Lectors,
acolytes, catechists, and Eucharistic ministers should be called forth and raised up from
the local assembly to preside at communion services and services of the Word whenever
the priest is not with them. These persons should be confirmed in these ministries by the
diocesan bishop.
In order to explicate this statement more fully, this research studies the insights of
Fr. Joseph Healey MM,4 who has written extensively about the Eucharistic famine. Apart
from Healey’s books and articles, other books, articles, and journals about sacramental
deprivation and possible ways to address this famine will be explored. The film
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Joseph G. Healey, MM, is a Maryknoll missionary priest who lives in Nairobi, Kenya. He
teaches a full semester core course on "Small Christian Communities (SCCs) as a New Model of Church in
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the Small Christian Communities (November, 2021).
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Babette’s Feast will provide an example of ways of gathering and thanksgiving that are
truly Eucharistic in nature.
The research method that this work will employ is narrative criticism5 that
addresses the different contexts that affect current Eucharistic availability and access as
well as catechists in the faith. This narrative criticism will highlight the widely different
urban and rural contexts and suggest a workable model that addresses the situation.
Finally, I will share some of my ideas and experiences as a son of the soil in rural western
Nigeria as the work progresses in order to buttress the conclusions that will summarize
this research.
The research about the situation of the rural Church in Nigeria is divided into
three main chapters, each with sub-topics to facilitate the reader’s comprehension of each
chapter’s main ideas: The first chapter deals with the research problem through the lens
of “Adaptation: A Theology and Ecclesiology of the Local Church in Africa.” The first
part of this research will explain the link or relationship between adaptations in theology
and ecclesiology and the social mission of the Church. It will further explain the
importance of the local Church and how it is affected liturgically by the situation of
deprivation and marginalization in this rural part of Nigeria.
The second chapter of the research will suggest a solution through the importance
of “Lay Ministry and Liturgical Leadership in the Church.” This second part will
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Narrative criticism is constructive. This method is personal based on my experiences in rural
western Nigeria. I will use it to narrate the situation of Catholic faithful living in the rural and urban
settings, and from this perspective, a model about Sunday celebration would be introduced. An example of
such model is the gathering of the assembly with a lay presider who shares the word in the absence of a
priest.
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demonstrate how the laity will come to understand that through Baptism, each Christian
shares in Christ's priestly, prophetic, and kingly office. As such, lay ministry becomes an
important stone in the Church's foundation, especially in places where there is a shortage
of priests. In this regard, lay ministers become liturgical leaders and educators in
collaboration with the priests to save the lost sheep of the Church, especially in the rural
and interior places like the western part of Nigeria.
The final chapter of this research will suggest actions or implementations of the
solution provided in chapter two. “Principles and Practices of Sunday Celebration in the
Absence of a Priest: A Proposal for an Inculturated Sunday Celebration for Western
Nigeria” will discuss a working model for gathering and worshipping as the People of
God in the absence of a priest. Because of the specific situation in the western part of
Nigeria, a model for a more Eucharistic and communitarian celebration in the absence of
a priest will be proposed.

5

CHAPTER ONE
INCULTURATION: A THEOLOGY AND ECCLESIOLOGY OF THE LOCAL
CHURCH IN AFRICA
Pope John XXIII convened the Vatican II Council in 1962. Among many other
reasons for the meeting was the need to adapt the Church’s life to modern times. At the
proceedings of the Vatican Council, this adaptation, more commonly referred to as
inculturation, was an important and significant concept for the council. One of the
documents of the council, Sacrosanctum Concilium6 (SC), the Constitution on the Sacred
Liturgy, presents a framework whereby the Church in various countries and areas of the
world could adapt its liturgy and rituals for all the sacraments to be more pastorally
effective in the changed conditions of this era. The document says that “Mother Church
earnestly desires that all the faithful should be led to that fully conscious and active
participation in liturgical celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of the
liturgy. Such participation by the Christian people as a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a
holy nation, a redeemed people, is their right and duty by reason of their baptism.” (SC,
14). The statement underscores the importance of adapting the liturgy so that all the
faithful could be fully conscious and actively participate in liturgical celebrations. Those
responsible for this process of adaptation quickly came to realize that for it to be
effective, it would be necessary to understand the cultural milieu of the people. This
realization is especially important to Christian living in interior villages in rural western
Nigeria who do not understand and speak Latin. Obviously, the local language, as well as
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the local culture, become important aspects in the process of adapting liturgical
celebrations to achieve understanding and participation in them.
This process of inculturation has always been the way the Church’s teaching and
liturgies are presented to believers whose cultures may or may not be Christianized.
Inculturation is a work of justice and liberation by which Christian communities grow
into the richness of their mature identity and participate in the mission of the Church.7
Inculturation as a tool for worship in a particular culture is not just a “term” or “saying”
used by any individual; it is part of the reform of liturgy envisioned by Vatican II. The
Pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes); the
Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium); and the Decree on the
Missionary Activity of the Church (Ad Gentes) all speak about inculturation and its
importance for the Church and a tool for evangelization in the modern world.
Inculturation as a theological notion has been specifically associated with John
Paul II’s strategy for evangelization, including what is known as the “new
evangelization….”8 With this concept of evangelization in mind, the local church
becomes a starting point for a “world church,”9 a concept developed by Karl Rahner.
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Mary McGann, Inculturation and Liturgy: Course Syllabus, (Santa Clara University: Fall
semester, 2020).
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Also, In the course of this research, we will attempt to understand more deeply about the
local Church from the point of view of the Small Christian Communities10 (SCCs). In
their fifth plenary section in Nairobi, Kenya, the bishops adopted the idea of SCCs,
emphasizing that through such communities, every Christian would find a suitable milieu
to practice faith.11
1.1

Inculturation and the Social Mission of the Church:
The Christian faith is lived and expressed through human culture. In other parts of

the world, religion is pluralistic in nature; that is, it is open to different cultures and
dynamics of worship. Inculturation is a community process. It involves an ongoing
dialogue between faith and culture or cultures through which Jesus Christ adopts new
forms and new approaches in carrying out his saving mission in the world. The Church is
enriched, and every sector of the Christian life is affected.12 Effective inculturalization
permits the Church to undertake a social mission, responding to the poor, weak, and
marginalized in society and building a just society. The work of Christ cuts across all
human activities, and this is one of the reasons Aylward Shorter calls inculturation a
community process.13 The Church is not, first and foremost, a structure or a building. It is
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Ibid.
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made up of people; the collaboration or impact of each one is important in the work of
inculturation and the social mission of the Church. In this regard, Gaudium et Spes notes,
Let everyone consider it his sacred duty to count social obligations among
[people's] chief duties today and observe them as such. For the more closely
the world comes together, the more widely do [people's] obligations
transcend particular groups and gradually extend to the whole world. This
will be realized only if individuals and groups practice moral and social
virtues and foster them in social living. Then, under the necessary help of
divine grace, there will arise a generation of new [people], the molders of a
new humanity.14
In Catholic social teaching, any social question is an anthropological question.15
This assertion means that the human person is at the heart of this teaching, and by
extension, at the heart of inculturation. Since the Second Vatican Council, the encyclicals
of the Bishops of Rome have explored important themes like liberation, inculturation,
culture, and social justice. These themes16 emphasize the importance of identity, culture,
and communal living in local Churches. They draw Christians closer to the root of their
being, their language, their interactions with one another, and their environment, what
Francis has called “our common home.”
Inculturation and the social mission of the Church are intertwined, but the social
mission of the Church goes deeper than just inculturation. Pope Pius XI wrote to Father
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M.D. Roland-Gosselin that "the objective of the Church is to evangelize, not to civilize.
If it civilizes, it is for the sake of evangelization."17 Gaudium et Spes state that Christ
gave his Church "no proper mission in the political, economic, or social order. The
purpose which he set before her is a religious one."18 It responds to the command of Jesus
Christ: "And he said to them, 'Go into all the world and preach the gospel to the whole
creation.'" The admonition of Jesus Christ is the responsibility of all his followers, and
the Church should be ready to respond. Gaudium et Spes amplify this admonition, stating
that "the Church is able; indeed, it is obliged, if times and circumstances require it, to
initiate action for the benefit of all people, especially of those in need, like works of
mercy and similar undertakings" (GS 42).
Inculturation becomes a vehicle by which the Church carries out its mission of
justice and peace, care for the poor and the marginalized. It becomes accepted and
incarnated through interaction and dialogue among God's people. Fiorenza notes that
Wolfhart Pannenberg maintains that the Church's mission is concerned with the impact of
God's kingdom upon all dimensions of human life. He adds the reservation that the
"specifically social activities of the Church (its welfare organizations, child care centers,
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nursing, and hospital establishments, schools, etc.) are subsidiary and temporary. The
Church engages these activities as a substitute for the political structure of society."19
1.2

The Situation of Deprivation, Poverty, and Marginalization in Western

Nigeria:
The best way to understand the people and their living situation in rural western
Nigeria is to describe them in greater detail. The western part of Nigeria is made up of
members of the Yoruba tribe. They comprise the states of Lagos, Ogun, Oyo, Osun,
Ondo, and Ekiti. The capitals of each state comprise major cities in western Nigeria. The
predominant occupation of the people in these parts is farming. The majority of the
people are Muslims, and the Christians belong to various traditions: Anglican, Baptist,
Pentecostal, and Catholic.
Nigeria is the most populous people on the continent of Africa, with more than
two hundred million people. Nigeria is blessed with many natural resources, which
include intelligent and smart people. But with all of these gifts of God to the nation,
Nigerians wrestle with poverty, along with bad and corrupt leaders who lack a vision for
governance. Those who are not fortunate with good jobs subject themselves to menial
jobs. In addition, due to the lack of employment, human trafficking is common,
especially for women and children.
Twenty-five years ago, there was no electricity, tap water, decent roads, good
schools, or hospitals in rural Western Nigeria. Today, there are some basic amenities:

19

Ibid., 199
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electricity, tap water, community clinics, and schools. However, these basic amenities are
not constant, and they have not gotten to all the rural areas in western Nigeria. In
addition, the roads are still poor, and it has been a challenge for the people in this part to
mingle easily with their counterparts in other communities and cities. This situation in
western Nigeria is the same in other rural areas across the country. This problem of bad
roads is one of many problems and challenges the people face as a nation.
Poverty is a major issue in Nigeria, and the people living in rural areas such as
western Nigeria are severely affected by this poverty and marginalization. As a result of
rural poverty, migration to the cities or even other countries is common. Many people
claim they could not be successful if they remained to live in the same community where
they were born.
The reality of poverty and marginalization has impacted the way the Church
exists and has developed in these areas over the past half-century. The Catholic Church in
rural western Nigeria, and by extension in most of Africa, began in the home of a
Catholic family: Church as a family. On Sundays, each family would gather in front of an
altar decorated with the images of Jesus and Mary with lighted candles. They would sing,
dance, read the scripture, and pray. Usually, reciting the rosary was the main prayer at
that time. Gradually, the ideas of gathering and worshipping together as a community
began to germinate. They would meet in a public primary school classroom on Sundays
for a service presided by one of the elders. In African culture, a model elder is someone
that is respected in the community, lives a moral life, is just, and listens to others. The
community gathering increased friendship, collaboration, and care for one another. As
poor as they were, they would build a Church with mud bricks in each small village.
12

When and where it became possible, the original church was replaced by one built of
cement blocks. Thus over time, the rural Catholic communities made significant progress
as a Church and as the People of God.
Stephen Bevans notes that "there are no such things as 'theology,' there is only
contextual theology: feminist theology, liberation theology, African theology, Asian
American theology….”20 Bevans's point is obvious: without context, it is impossible to
do theology. This means that people, culture, and their ways of life in their entirety must
be considered when doing theology. In other words, theology from below and in a
particular context is a starting point for theological reflection. Theology is not done or
should not be done in a vacuum; it should come or grow out of context. It is possible to
apply this theological approach to what is happening slowly in the rural areas of Western
Nigeria.
In her article, Shaw M. Copeland, "Turning Theology: A Proposal," adds a further
perspective to what Bevans proposes. She talks about turning or focusing theology to a
"person." Why "person"? She says, "A person endures colonialism and suffers genocide;
stomachs cultural imperialism; undergoes racism and anti-Semitism and Islamophobia;
endures sexism and heterosexism and transphobia. A person suffers these crimes against
'the other,' suffers these social sins and intrinsic evils."21 To turn or focus theology to the
person asks that theologians turn their research about Nigeria's situation to prioritize

20

Stephen Bevan, “Models of Contextual Theology,” Missiology 13, no. 2 (April 1985): 185-202.
https://doi.org/10.1177/009182968501300205, accessed March 5, 2022.
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persons, especially those in the Catholic communities in western Nigeria. The country is
awash in corruption, nepotism, and disregard for the rule of law. There are many
dimensions to poverty: social, educational, religious, and economic exclusion. Poverty
causes social marginalization, isolation, and the deprivation of basic needs.
The social mission of the Church calls her to respond to these issues by
interacting with the local culture. An affirmation of this social mission mingling with
these cultures comes from Sara Miles, an American theologian, and journalist. She notes
that “doing the Gospel rather than just quoting it was the best way I could find out what
God was up to.”22 Miles insists here that the gospel of Christ is preached not only by
words but also by engaging in action. Through dialogue and interaction that inculturation
provides a positive way to unite people who are going through various challenges.
Christians are encouraged to be in solidarity with one another as Christ modeled it. The
only way to achieve that is to see one another as human persons who are respected and
free as individuals, and only then can unity be solidified.
Gustavo Gutierrez is one of the fathers of liberation theology whose work might
speak to the Nigerian people's condition.23 In his book, On Job: God-Talk and the
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Suffering of the Innocent,24 he describes the misery of suffering, poverty, marginalization,
and oppression through the book of Job. Being in poverty is, in fact, a way of living.
People in poverty have their ways of living, thinking, and believing. Ultimately, as Job
also realizes, the preference for the poor is a crucial factor in authentic divine justice.
Even though there is an emerging spirituality among the poor, which constitutes a
contribution to a new understanding of Christian life in other contexts, poverty is
described in Gutierrez's writings as something that is not under God's will. Poverty is a
challenge to the Christian faith, the Church, and the Church’s social mission.
1.3

The Church We Want: The African Church at the Margins:
The Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Africa25 of Pope John Paul II

buttresses the points that will be developed in this thesis about the African Church. The
Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops was held from April 10 to May 8,
1994. This special synod was geared towards “a detailed and realistic study of the lights
and shadows, the challenges and prospects of evangelization in Africa on the threshold of
the Third Millennium of the Christian faith, especially at the very moment when human
events seemed to be tempting Africa to discouragement and despair” (EA, 1). The special
assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops was heavily influenced and encouraged by
the Second Vatican Council when some African bishops conceived the idea of a form of
meeting to discuss the evangelization of the continent of Africa. One of the fruits of this
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Council was the creation of the Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and
Madagascar (SECAM) in July-August 1969, during the visit of Pope Paul VI to Uganda.
While meeting with the bishops at the time of his visit, Paul VI spoke about this debt of
gratitude: “By now, you Africans are missionaries to yourselves. The Church of Christ is
well and truly planted in this blessed soil.” (Cf. Ad Gentes, 6). This speech invites the
members of the Catholic Church to be their brothers and sisters' keeper before accepting
any other external assistance. Africans are invited to evangelize themselves in the spirit
of unity and friendship. In 1994 the Special Assembly for Africa attempted to put that
reality into practice.
The special assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops chose the theme “The
Church in Africa and her Evangelizing Mission Towards the Year 2000: You Shall Be
My Witnesses” (Acts 1:8). The theme captures all the various aspects of the evangelizing
mission, which the Church must take into account at the present time: evangelization,
inculturation, dialogue, justice and peace, and the means of social communication (EA,
16).
In a spirit of dialogue, Pope John Paul II stated that he wished to address his PostSynod Apostolic Exhortation in the first place to:
Pastors and Lay Catholics and then, to our brothers and sisters of other
Christian confessions, to those who profess the great monotheistic religions,
in particular, the followers of African traditional religion, and to all people
of goodwill who in one way or another have at heart Africa’s spiritual and
material development or who hold in their hands the destiny of this great
continent (EA, 7).
This statement showed that the Holy Father recognized and respected African
cultures with her pluralistic religion. With this gesture, the assumption is that as human
16

beings, in their diversity, we can live together as one. Thus, it signifies what the Church
wants in Africa - the Church as a family, where those living at the margins of society
would feel welcomed and happy.
As previously indicated, the image of the Church in Africa begins in the home.
Evangelization begins in this mode and is the starting point for dialogue with one
another. The Church in Africa has a strong root and has contributed positively to the
growth of Christianity on the continent. The Synod Fathers identified many very
significant accomplishments of the Church in Africa in inculturation and ecumenical
dialogue. The outstanding and meritorious achievements in the field of education are
universally acknowledged. The initiatives boldly undertaken by the young Churches of
Africa in order to bring the Gospel "to the ends of the earth" (Acts 1:8) are certainly
worthy of note (EA, 46). Some of these initiatives gave birth to the catechists, translators,
native clergy, an increase of seminarians to the seminaries, and vocations to the
consecrated life.
As it was said above, ecclesiology in Africa is pluralistic. It is neither one nor
homogenous; it is composed of many aspects. The centrality of this composition is God,
and this God is accessed through diverse means. Roger Haight has argued in favor of the
impossibility of a single ecclesiology: “There will never be a single ecclesiology.
Materially speaking, no ecclesiology will be able to encompass the whole Church.”26
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Haight’s position is a reality in Nigeria. There has been an increase in new religions in
the recent past, and this is the trend on the continent of Africa.27
Bienvenu Mayemba, in an article published in The Church We Want: African
Catholic Look to Vatican III, contributes to the question of inculturation by reflecting on
the writings of two major theological and pastoral figures. One is from Argentina, Pope
Francis; the other from Cameroon, Jean-Marc Ela. Mayemba tries to understand their
positions about sociopolitical and ecclesio-cultural contexts as parts of their anthropoecclesio-theological vision. He adopted a comparative approach that focuses on what
these two theologians and pastors have in common in terms of theological vision and
ecclesiological understanding and perception. He shared the concerns of Pope Francis in
Argentina and Latin America:
He has always advised his priests to show mercy and apostolic courage and
to keep their doors open to everyone. He has said on various occasions that
the worst thing that could happen to the Church “is what de Lubac called
spiritual worldliness,” which means “being self-centered.” Ela, on the other
hand, understood the mystery of poverty, oppression, and discrimination.
He was committed to the struggle for social justice. He stood with the
people and fought for their cause until death.28
It seems obvious that the Pope would address the same concerns to the priests in western
Nigeria in order that they might attend to the spiritual needs of the people living at the
margins of the society in these parts of the country where they pastor.
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1.4

The Local Church and its Role in Western Nigeria
Joseph A. Komonchak, Professor Emeritus of Theology and Religious Studies at

the Catholic University of America, notes that “the local Churches are genuine Churches,
formed after the image of the universal Church.”29 As he continues, “they are the local
realization of all the one Church is, and it is in them and out of them that the one and holy
Catholic Church comes to exist.”30 The universal Church exists only as the communion
of local Churches. Therefore, the diversity of different cultures is important in this regard.
The shared language, music, living, and way of life keep the people together as one in
their locality. Through that unity, they are to share their experiences in political,
economic, or social lives, all that is worth sharing with the community of believers
through the diversity of cultures that make up the universal Church.
One of the successes of the Vatican II Council is the broadening of the Church’s
understanding and teaching about ecclesiology and inculturation. The Federation of
Asian Bishops Conferences (FABC) statement is worthy to note here. Jacob Kavunkal
reported, “It was the urgent call of the local Church that gave rise to FABC. Its main
concern has been what a Church in Asia should be. From the start, FABC conceived of
the local Church as communion and a community of mission.”31 Until the Nigerian
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Bishops pay attention to the rural Church and learn from the FABC to close the gap
between the rural and urban Churches, the local Churches will keep declining. To quote
an African proverb: “A river that forgets its origin will dry out.” In simple terms, if the
world Church, as used by Karl Rahner, forgets the local Church as its origin, it will soon
collapse. The local Church is the foundation on which the world Church is built. And as
such, special attention should be paid to it.
As a foundation of the world Church, Small Christian Communities (SCCs) in
society should be encouraged. Although none of the documents of Vatican II have treated
any topic on SCCs, many scholars who have directly or indirectly seen the need and
importance of SCCs have written extensively on the subject. Among these scholars is
Joseph G. Healey, MM, an American Maryknoll missionary priest who lives in Nairobi,
Kenya. He is a specialist in Small Christian Communities. The insights of Healey are
important to the discussion on SCCs. In Eastern Africa, SCCs emerged in the 1970s as
neighborhood associations or groups of Christians under the auspices of the Association
of Members Episcopal Conferences of Eastern Africa (AMECEA).32 On the continent of
Africa, the SCCs association has grown and spread to every part of Christian community.
Laurenti Magesa, a Tanzanian priest and theologian, has written comprehensively
about inculturation in Africa. In his book, Anatomy of Inculturation: Transforming the
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Church in Africa, he argues that the Church has not reached its full cultural expression.
As such, the gathering of Christians where they are able to express themselves is needed.
He writes: “SCCs were meant to be cells where the Christian faith would be intensely
lived and shared. They were, in fact, seen as the ecclesiastical extension of the African
extended family or clan.”33 In order to have full cultural expression as Christians, SCCs
became an avenue to pray and listen to God’s Word. Healey continues that “the group
provides an opportunity to learn how to live an ecclesial life, and reflect on human
problems in the light of the Gospel.”34
The Gospel of Matthew says, “For where two or three gather in my name, there
am I with them” (Matthew 18:20). The SCCs, as a local church in a particular community
or place, try to fill the gap created by the absence of clergy. The manner of proceeding at
every gathering may be different from place to place, but what is the same is that each
group reads the scripture and divides up into sharing in groups. The scripture could be a
particular passage in the bible, and sometimes, it is the daily or Sunday readings that
follow the liturgical calendar of the Catholic Church worldwide. As well, the meeting of
SCCs meeting provides an opportunity to discourse on pressing concerns about a member
or community problem. According to Orobator, “More importantly, the opportunity and
occasion to meet as local Christians serve to strengthen the bonds of communion among
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members of Small Christian Communities.”35 Healey adds, “Small Christian
Communities are the places the Christians can encourage one another to take up the cross
of Jesus and follow him, to be worthy of Jesus and to practice the Christian virtue of
hospitality.”36
Cardinal Avery Dulles provides important insights with his book on models of the
Church37. One of the models is the Church as “mystical communion.” In Africa,
especially in western Nigeria, SCCs are in line with this model. The SCCs are a model
that emphasizes family. In this sense, the Church is a community connected not just by
gatherings of people and listening to the word of God, but by a real communion of faith
sharing their lives with another as a Eucharistic event, a thanksgiving, a mystical
communion.
Although SCCs have developed and grown, the Pentecostal Churches in Africa,
especially in Nigeria, have put the Church on her toes and challenged her to wake up
from her slumber. Often the models of the Pentecostals emphasize frequent community
gatherings and home visits. Many Catholic members have joined these groups because
they hunger for constant gatherings and sharing of the Word of God. How the Church
responds to these Pentecostal Churches is vital for her future evangelization of people in
the rural areas of Western Nigeria.
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1.5

Action Plan for Catholic Communities in Western Nigeria:
In Querida Amazonia, a Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation of Pope Francis. The

Holy Father says, "I dream of an Amazon region that fights for the rights of the poor, the
original peoples and the least of our brothers and sisters, where their voices can be heard,
and their dignity advanced" (Querida Amazonia, no. 7). Pope Francis’ exhortation
addressed the problems that harm the Amazon and its people. Businesses, he notes, both
national and international, have caused great damage to the Amazon and the right of the
local people. This call for the fight for the poor and the marginalized in the Amazon area
is the same call for the people living in western Nigeria.
Ad Gentes, the Vatican II Decree on the Mission Activity of the Church, calls for
“a universal sacrament of salvation” (AG, 1). The Gospel of John expands this further:
“That they may all be one. As You, Father, are in me and I am in you, that they also may
be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (John 17:21). The unity of
the Church and being a member of the Body of Christ is the goal of all Christians living
in rural or urban areas. Their relationship with Christ in sacraments and word is crucial to
their faith formation and growth. “Hence, the differences recognizable in this, the
Church's activity, are not due to the inner nature of the mission itself, but rather to the
circumstances in which this mission is exercised” (AG, 6). Ad Gentes continues:
The proper purpose of this missionary activity is evangelization and the
planting of the Church among those peoples and groups where it has not yet
taken root. Thus from the seed, which is the word of God, particular
autochthonous Churches should be sufficiently established and should grow
up all over the world, endowed with their own maturity and vital forces.
Under a hierarchy of their own, together with the faithful people, and
adequately fitted out with requisites for living a full Christian life, they
should make their contribution to the good of the whole Church. (AG, 6).
23

The words from Ad Gentes can easily be applied to the lives of the people living
in rural areas such as western Nigeria. A large number of people need to be reevangelized in a more cultural and African way. Many of them did not understand the
Christianity brought to them by the white missionaries due to language and the manner of
proceeding, both of which often hindered and did not allow the local people to carry out
their cultural duties and activities as Nigerian Christians. Africans should be able to
praise and worship God in a more cultural and African way. Pope John Paul II affirms
that “From now on the Church opens her door and becomes the house which all may
enter, and in which all can feel at home, while keeping their own culture and traditions,
provided these are not contrary to the Gospel.”38 This is a clarion call to all men and
women of goodwill in western Nigeria to rise and come forward as lay ministers in
collaboration with the priests to continue to evangelize through the SCCs and other
means to lead People to God.
Elochukwu Uzukwu makes the following analogies about the Church in Africa.
He writes: “The Church in Africa was born old. The midwives expected it and the old
child really had no choice. Thus from the time of the missionary preaching up to Vatican
II and beyond, structures like places of worship, primary, secondary and catechetical
schools, seminaries, convents, and hospitals, sprouted as both arms and results of
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evangelization.”39 Ad Gentes calls this evangelization “Mission.” The Decree stated that
"Missions" is the term usually given to those particular undertakings by which the heralds
of the Gospel, sent out by the Church and going forth into the whole world, carry out the
task of preaching the Gospel and planting the Church among peoples or groups who do
not yet believe in Christ” (AG, 6).
Edward Schillebeeckx, in The Understanding of Faith,40 defined or described
theology as “the critical self-consciousness of Christian praxis in the world and the
Church.” The emphasis on this statement is “critical self-consciousness.” In other terms,
it is awareness of oneself. This explains that the Catholic community needs to be aware
of their faith and want to strengthen it through the sacraments and the Church’s
teachings. The men and women in the rural parts of Nigeria are ready to assist the priests
in teaching and leading the assembly whenever necessary. In their diversity, they seek
unity, collaboration, and oneness in God as the People of God. Uzukwu affirms that “the
Second Vatican Council broke through this authority-conscious model of Church and
projected the image of the People of God. A basic equality exists! Each member is called
to holiness, called to participate fully in the life of the Church; and ministry is exercised
for the good of the Body of Christ.”41
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From a contemporary Asian perspective, Peter Phan notes different terms used to
describe the process of introducing the Christian faith into local culture: "translation,
accommodation, adaptation, localization, indigenization, contextualization, incarnation,
acculturation, inculturation, interculturation, and so on.”42 Phan's list of terms implies that
the process is complicated. To accommodate that complexity, he states: "The Church's
mission, in this perspective, must be carried out in the form of dialogue: a dialogue of life
lived together, of common action, of shared religious experience, and theological
exchange.”43 For the Church in rural western Nigeria to be alive, the points itemized by
Phan are important and necessary to building the People of God. These will be explained
in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER TWO
LAY MINISTRY AND LITURGICAL LEADERSHIP: ROOTED IN BAPTISMAL
PRIESTHOOD AND AFRICAN CULTURE
Leadership in an African context is hereditary. From Chiku Malunga’s
perspective,
African cultural heritage passed on from generation to generation has been
a source of guidance for communities in times of peace, uncertainty, birth,
life, and death. At its best, it has been the basis for identity, respect, and
self-confidence. It has enabled us to live in harmony with our physical,
social and spiritual environment. It provides our foundation for leadership,
problem-solving, decision making, and hope for the future.44
In an African home, leadership is learned by observation, asking questions,
listening to people, and participating in family matters.
In the first book of Kings, the words of encouragement and instruction from
David to his son Solomon add icing to the discussion of leadership and the characteristic
of a leader. When the time drew near for David to die, he gave a charge to Solomon, his
son:
I am about to go the way of all the earth, he said. So be strong, act like a
man, and observe what the Lord your God requires walk in obedience to
him, and keep his decrees and commands, his laws and regulations, as
written in the Law of Moses. Do this so that you may prosper in all you do
and wherever you go and that the Lord may keep his promise to me If your
descendants watch how they live, and if they walk faithfully before me with
all their heart and soul, you will never fail to have a successor on the throne
of Israel. (1 King 2:1-4).
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David did not instruct Solomon on how to be king or a leader; he simply laid
before him the characteristics of a good leader. He strongly recommended that Solomon
walk in obedience and countenance of the Lord and keep all His commandments. These
are the characteristics needed in a leader. To lead is to serve, and to serve is to be at the
service of the community. In his book Models of the Church, Avery Dulles identifies that
the servant Church “must offer itself as one of the principal agents whereby the human
community is judged by the enduring values of the Gospel of Jesus Christ: freedom,
justice, peace, compassion, and reconciliation.”45 When this concept of services is
applied to religious leaders, they must never forget that they are called from among the
people to lead others to God. To be chosen among the community indicate discipleship,
which requires equity, love, humility, and transparency.
A baptized Catholic woman once asked, “How does one share and participate in
the priesthood of Christ?” The Catechism of the Catholic Church responds to this when it
says, “Jesus Christ is the one whom the Father anointed with the Holy Spirit and
established as priest, prophet, and king. The whole People of God participates in these
three offices of Christ and bears the responsibilities for mission and service that flow
from them” (CCC, 783). It continues, “On entering the People of God through faith and
Baptism, one receives a share in this people’s unique, priestly vocation: Christ the Lord,
high priest taken from among people…The baptized, by regeneration and the anointing of
the Holy Spirit, are consecrated to be a spiritual house and a holy priesthood” (CCC,
784). Sacrosanctum Concilium says, “Mother Church earnestly desires that all the
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faithful should be led to that fully conscious, and active participation in liturgical
celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of the liturgy…” (SC, 14). In relation
to the question of liturgies in the vernacular, Sacrosanctum Concilium adds: “In this
restoration, both texts and rites should be drawn up so that they express more clearly the
holy things which they signify; the Christian people, so far as possible, should be enabled
to understand them with ease and to take part in them fully, actively, and as befits a
community” (SC, 21). The pertinent question continues to be, apart from the ordained,
how does a layperson collaborate and fully participate in the Church? In the introduction
of his book, What Happened at Vatican II, John O’Malley asked: “What, then, were the
most important issues at the Council? The desire to recognize the dignity of laymen and
women and to empower them to fulfill their vocation in the [C]hurch was certainly
among them.”46 As expressed in the constitutions, decrees, and encyclicals, the dignity of
the human person stands at the center of the Church’s documents. This statement
indicates the basis on which all laypersons can collaborate and fully participate in the
Church: they are humans worthy of dignity.
However, the faithful Catholics in rural western Nigeria live at the margins. To a
great extent, they are separated and deprived of conscious and active participation with
the Church located in urban areas. The challenge for the Church is to overcome this
separation and lack of conscious and active participation and unite all Catholic
communities in the diocese.
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2.1

The Church as the People of God
The term or concept “People of God” has a biblical foundation. In the Old

Testament, the concept of “people of God” is used interchangeably with the people of
Israel (Number 11:29; 2 Samuel 1:12; 14:13; Ezekiel 36:20). In like manner, the concept
of “People of God” in the New Testament focuses on community. The community is seen
as the “new people” baptized and saved from their sins and are worthy of being called the
children of God (Matt 3:1-12; Mark 1:2-8; Luke 3:1-18; John 1:6-8, 19-31). In addition,
the concept of People of God is related to Ecclesia in Greek, Ekklēsia (“gathering of
those summoned”), referring to an assembly of citizens in a city-state. Its roots lay in the
Homeric agora, the meeting of the people.47 Given this understanding of the Greek word,
it becomes clear that the Church is both the People of God, an assembly of the children of
God, and an institution (Matt 16:18; 18:17).
Lumen Gentium, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, emphasizes the
concept of "People of God." It speaks of a Church as a family. "The family is, so to
speak, the domestic Church. In it, parents should, by their word and example, be the first
preachers of the faith to their children; they should encourage them in the vocation which
is proper to each of them, fostering with special care vocation to a sacred state" (LG, 11).
In this assembly of the People of God – the Church, as Dei Verbum puts it that "This
tradition which comes from the Apostles develop in the Church with the help of the Holy
Spirit. For there is a growth in the understanding of the realities and the words which
have been handed down" (DV, 8). And it was from this tradition that the People of God
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began to learn how to be Christian through Baptism and other sacraments. The People of
God then become what they receive through the sacraments. "Thus by baptism the
assembly is plunged into the paschal mystery of Christ" (SC, 6).
The Church is the whole People of God who gathers and worships God: Father,
Son, and Spirit. This assembly gathers people from the four corners of the earth, and they
worship together in their diversity of culture, ethnicity, gender, poverty, riches, class, and
sexual orientation. Lumen Gentium says, “At all times and in every race, God has given
welcome to whosoever fears Him and does what is right” (LG, 9).
How might this concept of the People of God be applied in the context of rural
western Nigeria? According to the Nigerian concept of community, every town in
western Nigeria has a king with his subjects, and every village in the rural areas has a
chief. The chief is subservient to the king. The chief takes charge of the community with
his own subjects, and he informs the king about the well-being of the people from time to
time. He consults the king on any difficult situation within the community before taking
any decision. Why is this important here? The community welcomes people from other
places and cultures, inasmuch as they conform to the rules and regulations of the host
community. This peaceful co-existence among the people bridges the gap of languages,
cultures, and social status. The people in the village see each other as brothers and sisters,
and the chiefs allow them to contribute to the community’s growth. This is the modus
operandi in rural western Nigeria. This cultural model of a community is important
because it speaks and influences the way of life of the rural Church as the People of God
in Nigeria.
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The rural community is marked by different people: weak and strong, young and
old, rich and poor, educated and non-educated, etc. In this diversity, the people believe in
the same ideology and objective: community. The people gather together under the
leadership of the community head. In order to be useful to themselves and to the
community, some engage in farming; others are petty traders, palm wine tappers,
teachers, or work in the community clinic. From the point of view of John Akimuda, a
fisherman in rural western Nigeria, “We frequently come together to discuss the wellbeing of each one and the growth of the community. In this meeting, people suggest
different ways to develop the community. The way of living as a community does not
bring a statement such as “I do not belong here,” but instead, “this is my home.”48 One
can imagine from Akinmuda’s perspective that the goal of building a community is love,
and on this basis, trust, participation, and collaboration will enhance the relationship of
the people.
In an effort to understand African culture, it is important to understand that
women hold a strong and significant place in society and the community. Apart from
being home keepers, they are as industrious as men. Adrian Hastings49 reflected on the
importance of women in African society and the reason why the female gender should
remain relevant at all levels. He wrote, “Women and men shared the same beliefs, the
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same fears, the same sense of right and wrong. Custom, taboo, marriage and kinship
obligations and all this and much else was accepted by all in an essentially unreflective
way.”50 In the rural Church, women are the engine behind the development of the small
Christian communities. They are present, available, and ready to work. Therefore,
relegating women to the background in society is an act of injustice to the women folk.
Hastings added that “Female duties were evidently, largely different from male duties,
but they were correlative and integrated within a unitary whole which provided support,
meaning and some degree of happiness for all participants.”51 At present, however,
women are not allowed to be Eucharistic ministers, churchwardens, lectors, or acolytes in
some parts of Nigeria.
Generally speaking, identity is central and important to place, people, and culture.
Being the People of God gives Christians an identity. As a corporate institution is led by
a leader, Christians are led by Jesus Christ because they bear His mark of identity through
their baptism. The identity of the People of God as a community is tied to their
experience. Development of the community cannot happen in a vacuum; it is based on
people’s experiences. Lumen Gentium emphasizes that “The Church, while on earth it
journeys in a foreign land away from the Lord, is like in exile. It seeks and experiences
those things which are above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God, where the
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life of the Church is hidden with Christ in God until it appears in glory with its Spouse”
(LG, 6).
As a Church, experience is vital to the identity and faith formation of God’s
people. The Bible is a compilation of the faith and experiences of people. In Exodus, we
read about the experiences of the people of Israel as they escaped Egypt and wandered
through the desert for forty years. The Gospels and Acts are full of the experiences of
Jesus and his apostles. As an apostle, St. Paul is a key figure in the New Testament. His
letters recount his experiences and those of the communities he had visited. All the
writings in both the Old and New Testaments are still nourishing for the faith of
Christians. These experiences in the Scriptures are essential to the faith of Christians. It is
crucial for the People of God to learn from people’s everyday experiences in order to
enrich their faith and belief, whether that learning comes from reading the Scriptures or
from daily living. And once nourished, Christians are ready and available to serve
through different ministries in the Church.
Although there are fifty-four countries in Africa with hundreds of cultures, the
continent is united in the veneration of its ancestors. This is an important part of the
experience of every African. This is no difference in western Nigeria. When they gather
as family, friends, community, and colleagues in a sacred place, they stand united and in
communion with their ancestors who have gone before them. The sacred places bring to
memory their experiences, laughter, sadness, and ways of doing things to those present.
They honor them in their diversity of cultures, gender, language, sexual orientation, class,
and social status. Their Christian lives as the People of God fit into this model of
honoring ancestors. As Peter Kanyandago, professor of Ethics and Development Studies,
34

writes, “Theologically, it can be stated emphatically that an African cannot be an
authentic Christian without affirming his/her African heritage. The African personality is
the raw material of the transforming action of the spirit.”52 This personality is imbued
with a long history of cultural experiences and the tradition of honoring ancestors.
Thus as the People of God, and as children of one Father who live in unity and
harmony, support for one another is crucial to building a community. Lumen Gentium
expands this further, “All people are called to be part of this catholic unity of the people
of God which in promoting universal peace presages it. And there belong to or are related
to it in various ways, the Catholic faithful, all who believe in Christ, and indeed the
whole of humankind, for all [people] are called by the grace of God to salvation” (LG,
13). The goal of Christians is to seek the unity of the Church, and all hands must be on
deck to achieve this unity. It follows then that the experiences of the People of God
related in the Scriptures, and united with the experiences and traditions of the cultures of
Africa, call for more robust development of the ministry of the layperson in the Church
and for the Church, especially in the rural areas.
2.2

The Ministry of Layperson in the Church
One might ask, “Who is a layperson or a lay Catholic in the Church? Lumen

Gentium responds that:
The term laity is here understood to mean all the faithful except those in
holy orders and those in the state of religious life specially approved by the
Church. The faithful are by baptism made one body with Christ and are
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constituted among the People of God; they are in their own way made
sharers in the priestly, prophetical, and kingly functions of Christ; and they
carry out their own part the mission of the whole Christian people in the
Church and in the world (LG, 31).
In the Decree of the Apostolate of the Laity, Apostolicam Actuositatem53, Vatican
II emphasized that “The apostolate of the laity derives from their Christian vocation and
the Church can never be without it” (AA, 1). The layperson is not an extraordinary human
being; they live in the society and communities and engage themselves with different
occupations. Like the ordained ministers, they live and come from families where they
first receive the teachings of Christ and the Church. Prior to Vatican II Council, the
ministry of lectors and acolytes did not exist in the Church; only minor orders existed as
the official ministry of the Church. The history of the minor orders is expansive; this
research will not go deeply into it. However, it will be a great benefit to have a brief
understanding of the minor orders for the purpose of this research.
Generally, they were two levels of orders in the Church prior to Vatican II: major
and minor orders. The major orders were priests, deacons, and sub-deacons, while the
minor orders were porters, readers, exorcists, and acolytes. In his apostolic letter,
Ministeria Quaedam,54 Pope Paul VI gave an overview of these orders and their
functions. He wrote:
Some of these functions, which were more closely connected with the
liturgical celebration, slowly came to be considered as training in
preparation for the reception of sacred orders. As a result, the offices of
porter, reader, exorcist, and acolyte were called minor orders in the Latin
Church in relation to the sub-diaconate, diaconate, and priesthood, which
were called major orders. Generally, though not everywhere, these minor
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orders were reserved to those who received them as steps toward the
priesthood (Ministeria Quaedam).
Vatican II documents, especially Sacrosanctum Concilium, talked about the
reformation of the liturgy. With the increase in the number of the faithful and the need to
evangelize the people, especially those living in rural areas such as the people in rural
western Nigeria, the need for lay ministries becomes pertinent and timely. It became
obvious that the minor orders in their prior formulation could not sustain the need of the
Church. Hence, the Church suppressed the minor orders. Pope Paul VI created a new
structure by replacing the name “minor order” with “ministry,” thereby opening the
opportunity to laypersons in the Church for more active participation in the work of
Christ. According to Pope Paul VI:
Nevertheless, since the minor orders have not always been the same and
many functions connected with them, as at present, have also been exercised
by the laity, it seems fitting to reexamine this practice and to adapt it to
contemporary needs. What is obsolete in these offices will thus be removed
and what is useful retained; also, anything new that is needed will be
introduced and at the same time the requirements for candidates for holy
orders will be established. (Ministeria Quaedam)
In order to reaffirm what Pope Paul VI set in motion, Pope Francis issued a
document, “Spiritus Domini,"55 on January 11, 2021, modifying the Code of Canon law
(c. 230) regarding women’s right to exercise the ministry of lector and acolyte. This
change affirms that lay ministry is open to all, and this is to uphold the decision of Pope
Paul VI to suppress minor orders which had been allowed only to men. Therefore,
discipleship in God’s house is not gender-related; everyone is called not as spectators or
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just people in the pews, but as friends and collaborators in the mission of Christ. In this
regard, Sacrosanctum Concilium notes:
The Church, therefore, earnestly desires that Christ's faithful, when present at
this mystery of faith, should not be there as strangers or silent spectators; on
the contrary, through a good understanding of the rites and prayers, they
should take part in the sacred action conscious of what they are doing, with
devotion and full collaboration. They should be instructed by God's word and
be nourished at the table of the Lord's body; they should give thanks to God;
by offering the Immaculate Victim, not only through the hands of the priest
but also with him, they should learn also to offer themselves; through Christ
the Mediator, they should be drawn day by day into ever more perfect union
with God and with each other, so that finally God may be all in all. (SC, 48).

The document emphasizes action, collaboration, and participation in the liturgy
and other parts of the Church’s life. In addition to this, the faithful are called into a
perfect union with God. This invitation to participate with God and others must be shown
in the act of charity and kindness to their fellow Christians. This show of love to one
another should be expressed through service to God and humanity. Thus at different
levels and in a variety of ways, these transformed minor orders into ministries have to be
practical, concrete, expressive, and participative.
As a follow-up to his apostolic letter, Spiritus Domini, on January 23, 2022, the
third Sunday in Ordinary Time, which was also called the Sunday of the Word of God,
Pope Francis officially instituted lay ministry in the Church. At the celebration of the
Eucharist on that Sunday, Pope Francis installed men and women as catechists, lectors,
and acolytes. The official institution of lay ministry buttressed the ideas and hopes of
Pope Paul VI and was stressed by Pope Benedict XVI. In his Apostolic Letter,
Summorum Pontificum,56 Pope Benedict XVI said, “the Motu Proprio Ecclesia Dei,
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exhorted bishops to make broad and generous use of this faculty on behalf of all the
faithful who sought it” (SP). In this letter, Benedict urged the local bishops to heed to the
signs of time in their different regions and to see the need to engage the lay faithful
actively and confer on them the ministry of lectors, acolytes, Eucharistic minister, and
catechists, respectively, always taking into account circumstances of place and the need
of people in their regions.
How might this call to service as lay ministers be effective in rural western
Nigeria? As it was previously stated, that leadership is assumed in an African context.
The men and women who will be called from among the community will assume the role
of leaders following the cultural norms of the community. A leader in this context is
expected to possess good and moral qualities as a person. That way, the person will be
respected in this role as a leader.
On the other hand, if a leader possesses a bad attitude or character, that would be
dangerous for the Church and community. It could cause division in the Church and
among the people. Jesse Mugambi, a professor of philosophy and religious studies at the
University of Nairobi, affirms that “A divided Church will remain scandalous to the
gospel. A differentiated church will manifest the richness of human responses to the
gospel, provided that differences in ecclesiology are mutually recognized and
respected.”57 As a local leader of a faith community, lay ministers, too, become part of
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the ecclesial leadership of the Church, and, as such, the bishop and priests should
collaborate well with lay ministers and help them serve the Church and the people better.
Therefore, lay ministry in the Church, and in the context of rural western Nigeria,
will be a great service to bridge the gap between the rural and urban Catholics, as well as
foster the community. Their services to the Church and their presence as lay ministers in
the community will no doubt rekindle in the people a desire for closer union with the
universal Church. In his post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, Christifideles Laici,58 Pope
John Paul II, he stated that:
All the members of the People of God -clergy, men and women religious,
the lay faithful-are laborers in the vineyard. At one and the same time, they
all are the goal and subjects of Church communion as well as of
participation in the mission of salvation. Every one of us possessing
charisms and ministries, diverse yet complementary, works in the one and
the same vineyard of the Lord” (CL, 55).
This document is used to demonstrate the commonality among all children of
God. This is what is expected between the clergy and the lay ministers by their services
to the People of God.
2.3.

Lay Ecclesial Ministry in the Church
The participation of the laity or laypeople in the Church is essential, especially

those that are currently not engaged with any ministry. The proposed synod for next year
with the theme: "For a Synodal Church: Communion, Participation, and Mission" is
beneficial to buttress the understanding of this particular discussion. The preparatory
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document to the synod states, "By journeying together and reflecting together on the
journey that has been made, the Church will be able to learn through Her experience
which processes can help Her to live communion, to achieve participation, to open
Herself to the mission.”59 The evangelical mission of Christ is not to a particular person,
culture, gender, or race. The laity in the Church are called to be actively involved in this
evangelical mission of Christ.
Though synodality sounds like a familiar word, its practicability is new to people
and the Church in general. In his address during the ceremony commemorating the 50th
anniversary of the institution of the synod of bishops, Pope Francis defines the synodality
process in reading the signs of the time in the third millennium Church. He argues that
the synod is about “journeying together- laity, pastors, the bishop of Rome.” Recognizing
the challenge of the process, he adds that the word journeying together is an "easy
concept to put into words, but not so easy to put into practice."60 It is within the
conviction of the presence of the Holy Spirit working in every Christian that is at the core
of his desire to organize a synod on synodality where all the People of God should be
consulted instead of being passive recipients. He defines a Synodal Church as “a Church
which listens, which realizes that listening is more than hearing”61 This mutual listening
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should bring all the members of the Church together in learning from one another, but
most especially listening to what the Holy Spirit is saying and to where He is guiding the
Church.
The first chapter of Lumen Gentium outlines the role of the trinity in the Church.
Each person of the divine trinity plays a role in the pilgrimage Church. It continues, “on
the day of Pentecost in order that He might continually sanctify the Church, and thus, all
those who believe would have access through Christ in one Spirit to the Father” (LG, 4).
The work of the Holy Trinity and their relational communion is exemplary to a Synodal’s
spirit. Lumen Gentium does not first define the Church in its institutional and hierarchical
aspects. It says that the Church is a mystery by emphasizing its Trinitarian dimension. It
is the assembly of believers under the obedience of the Father, united with Christ the
Head and founded by the Holy Spirit. Lumen Gentium affirms, "Thus, the Church has
been seen as a people made one with the unity of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit"
(LG, 4). Furthermore, the vision of the Church is the communion that draws its
inspiration from the Trinitarian mystery.
As the People of God, we have a role to play as lay faithful in God's house. The
forth-coming synod underlines a clear objective of being a Church. We are invited to
participate in one communion in the same mission of Christ. Again, Paul Janowiak
writes, "In the liturgy of Word and Sacrament, we stand together as the Body of Christ,
embraced by the triune God at the heart of all that is. In that sacred communion, Christ is

42

in our midst in a real and focal way.”62 Janowiak and the preparatory document for the
Synodal Church uphold the commonality and universality in the work of Christ. To
emphasize Janowiak's assertion that "we stand together as the Body of Christ"
summarizes the theme of the forth-coming synod, “For a Synodal Church: Participation,
Communion, and Mission.” The mission of Christ given to the laity in the Church can be
achieved in togetherness as the People of God.
The Catholic faithful in the rural areas spends most of their time outside the
Church. Some will spend the whole day on the farm; others either teach in a school or
work at the community clinic. As laity, they are temporal workers in God's house because
they live in the world, and as such, the Church categorizes them as a "secular" being in
the world. As Christians who live and work in the world, the Church is present in the
world through God's people. In his Apostolic Exhortation, Christifideles Laici, John Paul
II wrote:
To properly understand the lay faithful's position in the Church in a
complete, adequate, and specific manner, it is necessary to come to a deeper
theological understanding of their secular character in light of God's plan of
salvation and the context of the mystery of the Church. Pope Paul VI said
the Church "has an authentic secular dimension, inherent to her inner nature
and mission, which is deeply rooted in the mystery of the Word Incarnate,
and which is realized in different forms through her members." The Church,
in fact, lives in the world, even if she is not of the world (cf. Jn 17:16). She
is sent to continue the redemptive work of Jesus Christ, which "by its very
nature concerns the salvation of humanity, and also involves the renewal of
the whole temporal order." Certainly, all the members of the Church are
sharers in this secular dimension but in different ways. In particular, the
sharing of the lay faithful has its own manner of realization and function,
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which, according to the Council, is "properly and particularly" theirs. Such
a manner is designated with the expression "secular character.” (CL, 15).
During my holidays, I like to spend time with my family and friends in my
village. As a child born and bred in rural western Nigeria, I am familiar with the Church's
challenges and the people there. On Sundays evenings, I offered to teach catechism under
a big tree in front of the Church. One of the catechumens told me that they had not been
baptized since the last time I came home. I asked one of the people helping to teach, and
she said that since I left, there was nobody to prepare and organize the catechumens for
Baptism. On Sunday, after the service of the Word, I spoke to the people and encouraged
them to take up the teaching of the catechism and other things that needed to be done. I
made them know that all of us are called to evangelize and build the Church as brothers
and sisters in Christ. The idea or reason for this personal experience is to buttress the
point that lay faithful are called to work together to build God’s Kingdom on earth. And
at the same time, we are the face of the Church present in the world. By so doing, it calls
for the active participation of God's people.
The first chapter of Apostolicam Actuositatem63 continues this discussion. It
explains that "The Church was founded to spread the kingdom of Christ throughout the
earth for the glory of God the Father, to enable all people to share in His saving
redemption, and that through them the whole world might enter into a relationship with
Christ" (AA, 2). The Church welcomes everyone to collaborate and assist at every level.
There is something to be done if we are willing and ready to collaborate. In Matthew’s
gospel, we read about the concerns of Christ when he told the disciples, “The harvest is
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plentiful, but the workers are few" (Matthew 9:37). The Church's work is as big as any
Church's structure. The Church needs us, and we need the Church. This is a Mystical
Communion we share as the People of God.
My former parish priest, Fr. Cajetan Famakinwa, always says, “Are you a Church
goer or a Church doer?” He frequently uses this pronouncement during the meeting with
the youth because many of us would only come to Church on Sundays. Hence the term
"goer." And those who helped out with one or two assignments in the Church were the
"doers" because they got involved in the project and vision of the Church. From this
perspective, everyone is called into action in a concrete sense. Apostolicam Actuositatem
adds that:
Indeed, the organic union in this body and the structure of the members are
so compact that the member who fails to make his proper contribution to
the development of the Church must be said to be useful neither to the
Church nor to himself. There is a diversity of ministry in the Church but a
oneness of mission. Christ conferred on the Apostles and their successors
the duty of teaching, sanctifying, and ruling in His name and power. But the
laity likewise shares in the priestly, prophetic, and royal office of Christ and
therefore have their own share in the mission of the whole people of God in
the Church and the world. (AA, 2).
Mother Teresa once said, "In order to keep the lamp burning, you have to keep
putting the oil in it." It is a call to be alert and active as a pilgrim on the journey. God can
only determine the end of the journey, but in faith, we embark on a journey with love,
faith, and communion. Our faith journey begins from the Church, and our ways of life
will determine if others will join the Church or those in it will leave. It all depends on the
effort we invest in it and communion and working together with others. To use a symbol
of the family to explain this further, when a meal is ready in an African home, everyone
comes to sit at the table and eat together as a family with stories and laughter. We will
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discuss this particular aspect of food and stories in the next chapter. However, the
underlining message here is to be the "doer" and not just the "goer." James says, "For as
the body apart from the spirit is dead, so faith apart from works is dead" (James 2:26).
This passage is the mantra for many lay ministers in rural western Nigeria, especially the
catechists. For them, to work with and for God in their own capacity as a catechist aids
their relationship with God.
2.4

The Ministry of the Catechist in the Church
The ministry of catechists continues the discussion of lay ministry in the Church.

This ministry is open to men and women who have been called into God’s mission as a
teacher. As it was noted earlier, it is one of the new ministries instituted by Pope Francis.
The lay catechists are more stable in this ministry; they can continue serving the Church
in this capacity as long as their health carries them. They collaborate with bishops and
priests to work in rural areas, such as rural western Nigeria. However, the local bishops
are responsible for “sending” or “missioning” the catechists. In doing so, the bishops
have to make sure that they are competent and capable in this ministry. In his Apostolic
Letter, Antiquum Ministerium,64 Pope Francis highlighted these concerns. The Holy
Father writes: “It is fitting that those called to the instituted ministry of Catechist be men
and women of deep faith and human maturity, active participants in the life of the
Christian community, capable of welcoming others, being generous, and living a life of
fraternal communion” (AM, 8).

64

Antiquum Ministerium (“Apostolic Letter: Instituting the Ministry of Catechist”) Pope Francis,

May 2021.

46

Antiquum Ministerium underlines the importance of formation in the ministry of
catechists. In the rural context, especially in rural western Nigeria, there are men and
women who act in the capacity of catechists with limited knowledge of faith and doctrine
of the Church. Nevertheless, their teachings and presence in the community foster
Christian unity and give them a sense of belonging to one another in faith. Therefore, it is
advantageous for people who are called into the ministry of catechist to be formed in the
faith and doctrine of the Church. Pope Francis continues to underline this point: “They
should also receive suitable biblical, theological, pastoral and pedagogical formation to
be competent communicators of the truth of the faith, and they should have some prior
experience of catechesis” (AM, 8).
The ministry of the lay catechist is rooted in the tradition of the Church. Ad
Gentes, the Decree on the Mission of the Church, states, "Now, in order to plant the
Church and to make the Christian community grow, various ministries are needed, which
are raised up by divine calling from the midst of the faithful congregation, and are to be
carefully fostered and tended to by all. Among these are the offices of priests, of deacons,
and of catechists, and Catholic action" (AG, 15). In addition, the Statute of the Dicastery
for the Laity, Family, and Life states:
It (this dicastery) also promotes the participation of the lay faithful in
catechetical instruction, in liturgical and sacramental life, in missionary
activity, in works of mercy, charity, and human and social promotion. It
also supports and encourages its active and responsible presence in parish
and diocesan life, and in the advisory organs of governance present in the
Church on a universal and particular level. “Also, in his letter, Antiquum
Ministerium, Pope Francis stressed that "The role played by catechists is
one specific form of service among others within the Christian community.”
(Article 6, paragraph 3).
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What might be the specific role of the catechists in the context of people who live
at the margins of society? Pope Francis responds to this by recalling the role of catechists
in the history of the Church. According to Francis, catechists in this era were called
“teachers” in the community. He says,
“The ministry of Catechist in the Church is an ancient one. Theologians
commonly hold that the first examples are already present in the writings of
the New Testament. The service of catechesis may be traced back to those
“teachers” mentioned by the Apostle in writing to the community of
Corinth: “Some people God has designated in the Church to be, first,
apostles; second, prophets; third, teachers…” (AM, 1).
The formation of catechists is inevitable in order to have proper teaching of the
Catholic faith to the people. As a teacher of the faith, the cultural context of the people in
all its entirety is important because the people are influenced by their cultural practices. As
such, lay catechists have to be conscious as they journey with the people. Hence the words
the bishop pronounces during the diaconate ordination are also important to the catechists.
The bishop says, “Believe what you read, teach what you believe, and practice what you
teach.” These words summarize what is also expected of catechists as they engage the
People of God in faith formation.
Furthermore, evangelization is another specific area where the catechist will be
useful to the Church. In the rural areas, especially in rural western Nigeria, there is a
decline in the faith practice of believers. Due to the shortage of priests, the Church lacks
people to send to evangelize, organize, and be with the people in this part of the country.
In his Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii Nuntiandi,65 Pope Paul VI indicated these
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concerns. He said, “At every new phase of human history, the Church, constantly gripped
by the desire to evangelize, has but one preoccupation: whom to send to proclaim the
mystery of Jesus?” (EN, 22). Pope Francis acknowledges this decline of faith and people
in the universal Church; hence, the ministry of catechist becomes important to address this
decline. He said, “In our days when there are so few clerics to evangelize such great
multitudes and carry out the pastoral ministry, the role of catechists is of the highest
importance” (AM, 4).
As Pope Francis said, "The history of evangelization over the past two millennia
clearly shows the effectiveness of the mission of catechists" (AM, 3). He continues, “Nor
can we forget the countless lay men and women who directly took part in the spread of the
Gospel through catechetical instruction. Men and women of deep faith, authentic
witnesses of holiness, who in some cases were also founders of Churches and eventually
died as martyrs” (AM, 3). These statements maintain that evangelization is the key to
addressing the decline in the Church, especially in the rural areas. At the same time, they
recognize the efforts of the lay men and women who had been at the frontiers,
evangelizing and building a community of faith. In order to continue bridging this gap, the
ministry of catechists is the answer to these concerns in this critical time in the of the
Church.
Thus, the ministry of catechists, lectors, and acolytes is instituted to support the
liturgical life of the Church. These ministries will breathe new life to the community of
faith, especially in the rural areas, in the absence of a priest. On the other hand, their
continuous presence will enhance more eucharistic gathering and sharing within the
community. In addition, these ministries work with the same objective, that is, service to
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God and humanity, and the Church recognizes the diversity each minister brings to
evangelize the people. Francis adds that “The Church wished to acknowledge this service
as a concrete expression of a personal charism that contributed greatly to the exercise of
her mission of evangelization” (AM, 2).
2.5

Collaboration of Lay Minister and Clergy
One of the successes of the Second Vatican II in liturgical reformation is

participation. And as such, good participation in liturgy and the sacramental life of the
Church goes with this liturgical collaboration. It then becomes a means by which
boundaries of division between the rural and urban communities can be overcome.
However, the success of this unity lies with the clergy. They must support the lay
ministers and see them as co-workers in the same mission of Christ. Courtney McGrail,
an Irish Catholic reporter, writes:
In a message to Cardinal Stanislaw Rylko, president of the Pontifical
Council for the Laity, and to participants in a workshop marking the 50th
anniversary of the Second Vatican Council’s Decree on the Apostolate of
the Laity, the Pope said the Second Vatican Council did not merely
highlight the importance of the laity but defined their role as a vocation.
Pope Francis said, “Laypeople are not second-class Church members at the
hierarchy’s service, Pope Francis has said, but are true disciples called to
“enliven every environment, every activity, and every human relationship
according to the Gospel.”66
In the letter of Paul to the Ephesians, Paul further explains that “So then you are no
longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the
household of God” (Eph 2:19). Francis and Paul maintain the union all children of God
share in the mission of Christ.
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Vatican II’s teaching on the need for the laity to collaborate with the priests is
important in this context. The teaching of Vatican II in Lumen Gentium explains that the
laity have a right “to contribute to the welfare of the Church…they understand that it is
their noble duty to shepherd the faithful and to recognize their miniseries and charisms,
so that all according to their proper roles may cooperate in this common undertaking with
one mind” (LG, 30). It continues, “Besides this apostolate which certainly pertains to all
Christians, the laity can also be called in various ways to a more direct form of
cooperation in the apostolate of the Hierarchy” (LG, 33). Also, Sacrosanctum Concilium
emphasizes that the People of God are called to “a full, conscious and active participation
in the liturgy” (SC, 14). This participation requires cooperation and collaboration with the
priests. In addition, priests are encouraged to listen to the instruction and expertise of the
laity because they often have meaningful and healthy advice to render. The document
adds, “Let the spiritual shepherds recognize and promote the dignity as well as the
responsibility of the laity in the Church. Let them willingly employ their prudent advice.
Let them confidently assign duties to them in the service of the Church, allowing them
freedom and room for action” (LG, 37). Gaudium et Spes express the encouragement of
the council that encourages the laity to study to be better informed and equipped to lead
the People of God. The document affirms that, “it is to be hoped that many of the laity
will receive a sufficient formation in the sacred sciences and that some will dedicate
themselves professionally to these studies, developing and deepening them by their own
labors” (GS, 62).
Having demonstrated that collaboration between priests and the lay faithful is
rooted in documents of the Church, one could say that collaborating with lay faithful
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forms a major part in the training and formation of priests for their future ministries. And
these ministries are geared toward an encounter with God and one another. And this
encounter with Jesus Christ can only be true and meaningful in the journey together as
fellow pilgrims on earth. The forthcoming Synod with the theme, “For a Synodal Church:
Communion, Participation, and Mission,” offers another opportunity for reflection on the
need to work together. The preparatory document to the Synod states, “By journeying
together and reflecting together on the journey that has been made, the Church will be
able to learn through her experience which processes can help her to live communion, to
achieve participation, to open herself to the mission.”67
In the rural Church, working and journeying together as members of the
community is understood as collaboration. People know that success is not achieved
alone; it is a combined effort of everyone. As was earlier noted, the old mud-brick
Church was built by collaborating and working together. To demonstrate this point, let us
imagine a Sunday Eucharist celebration for a moment. What might the Eucharist
celebration look like without the assistance of lectors, acolytes, ushers, eucharistic
ministers, and choir? The letter of St. Paul to the Galatians expresses love and patience as
the fruits of the Holy Spirit. Love and patience are important to collaboration and
working with one another. However, Paul warns, “Let us not become conceited,
competing against one another, envying one another” (Galatians 5:26). As different as
our gifts might be, they are meant to work together for the same purpose for Jesus Christ,
who is the source of these gifts.
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Therefore, Pope John Paull II further expresses the oneness in mission in
Christifideles Laici. He writes, “Because of the one dignity flowing from baptism, each
member of the lay faithful, together with ordained ministers and men and women
religious, shares responsibility for the Church's mission” (CL, 15). The collaboration in
ministry also renews every individual that actively participates in it. Participation and
collaboration build a community where Christ is present as a stranger in the person of
each one that gathers around God’s table where a meal is shared with stories and
laughter. The next chapter will continue the story of Jesus as the stranger who shares a
meal with us.
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CHAPTER THREE
PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES OF SUNDAY CELEBRATION IN THE
ABSENCE OF A PRIEST: A PROPOSAL FOR AN ADAPTATION OF SUNDAY
CELEBRATION FOR WESTERN NIGERIA
One of the challenges confronting the Catholic Church worldwide is the shortage
of priests. Because of this, many parishes, especially in the rural areas, gather for Sunday
worship without the Eucharist. This situation in the Church has generated many
arguments, and many proposals have been made. Among the possible solutions are the
institution of lay ministry and the possibility of women’s ordination. The discussion of
women’s ordination is ongoing in some parts of the world, with the arguments
concerning equality, gender-related issues, and equal rights as the People of God.
However, an immediate solution for the decline in faith and the shortage of priests
worldwide is fostering lay ministry. As indicated in the previous chapter, lay ministers
are the means through which the gap in the shortage of priests in the world, especially in
the rural areas, could be bridged.
The priest’s figure is important in the Catholic Church for sacramental purposes.
However, what happens when priests are not present or available for this purpose? One
might ask if gathering on Sunday in the absence of a priest is important. The Last Supper
event responds to the question. On Passover night, the day before he died, Jesus gathered
his disciples around the table and shared a last meal with them. Knowing what was to
come, “Then he took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave
it to them, saying, "This is my Body which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of
me." And he did the same with the cup after supper, saying, "This cup that is poured out
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for you is the new covenant in my blood" (Luke 22:19-20). Thus, the Last Supper is the
foundation event why Catholics gather on Sundays for the Eucharist. In the celebration of
the Eucharist, sins are forgiven, and the bread and wine become the body and blood of
Jesus for the spiritual nourishment of the community.
Why do Catholics gather on the Sabbath day, and why is the Sabbath a special day?
The fourth commandment68 says, "Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy." In Genesis,
God rested after so much work. The passage reads, "And on the seventh day God finished
the work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work he had done.
So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it because God rested from all the work he
had done in creation" (Genesis 2:2-3). The fourth commandment flows into the larger
society and ecclesial institutions in particular. It is a day of rest. And as such, it should be
kept holy by gathering in a Church or in any sacred space to thank the Lord for all that He
has done. According to liturgical theologian Paul Janowiak, gathering in a Church or any
sacred space is "dynamic, relational, and participative; it receives the assembly and offers
a gift in return."69
To assemble as a community is at the heart of Sunday (Sabbath) assemblies. The
purpose is to gather everyone to pray, listen to God's Word, dance, and receive Christ in
the Eucharist. In the context of the rural Church, gatherings on Sunday in the absence of a
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priest are not about the priest and his absence. It is about Christ present in the midst of
the community. As Matthew’s gospel says, “For where two or three gather in my name,
there am I with them” (Matthew 18:20). And because of this, prayers, supplications, and
sharing in God’s name will be accepted because God is present with His people.
Ferdinand Hahn, a German systematic theologian (d. 2015), said, "Furthermore, the
proclamation of the message of salvation had a fixed place not only in missionary
preaching but also in the worship services of the community.”70 To gather as a
community of faith on Sunday is to come to understand God’s mysteries like Peter in
Luke 5:11. Peter could not understand God’s mystery after the catch of the fish, but he
and his companions left everything and followed Jesus. Likewise, the community leaves
everything to come to meet Christ present in the Word and the gathering of the faithful.
The Sunday gathering highlights the importance of the “other.” Apart from
praying and worshipping together, it is an avenue to meet and be with others. It provides
an opportunity for dialogue, listening, and sharing oneself with another. This is expressed
better in the letter to the Hebrews, where the author encourages the community to love
and do good deeds. The passage reads, “not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of
some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching”
(Hebrews 10:25). Again, the gospel of Matthew adds, “Come to me, all you that are
weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you,
and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your
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souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matthew 11:28-30). It is only
through the gathering of the People of God, listening to His words, and sharing with one
another that the people can receive true healing, comfort, and peace.
Sunday gathering in the absence of a priest in rural western Nigeria is a similar
concern shared around the world. This concern is also pertinent in South America, among
the indigenous people of the Amazon.71 Because of a variety of reasons, most likely,
there will never be enough priests to serve people in the world, especially in rural areas.
For example, even with an increase in the number of priests in Nigeria, the rural areas are
still without priests because many bishops allow their priests to go to Europe or America
for studies or work on contracts in another diocese. This practice causes an even greater
scarcity of priests in Nigeria.
3.1 Christ as a Stranger Who Cares for an Estranged People
The ancient custom of hospitality on the part of Christians revolves around the
practice of welcoming strangers or travelers into one’s home while promising to provide
them with provisions and protection.72 Rural communities are often a mix of local people
and strangers. Many of these "strangers" migrated from other communities and cultures,
searching for food and shelter. They go about knocking at people's doors and asking if
there is an inn, a word used in Luke’s gospel to describe different places of shelter (Luke
2:7; 10:34; 22:11). These strangers become like Christ, waiting at the door to be
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welcomed into the home of whoever opens the door (Rev. 3:20). In the rural areas,
especially in western Nigeria, these strangers' stories are often traumatic and
disappointing, which makes them specifically vulnerable.
The Emmaus story in Luke 24:13-35 sheds light on some of these experiences of
disappointment. The two disciples walking on the road in this story were distraught over
the death of Jesus. Jesus joined them in their conversation as a stranger. If they had
dismissed Jesus, they would not have encountered the "real presence" of Jesus at the
breaking of bread. One can draw from Luke's insight that these disciples reserved an
important place for "otherness" or, in other words, "strangers." These words are worthy
of attention because it is an effective way of reconstructing society and the world by
paying attention and giving an opportunity to others to be part of a community. Jesus is
always present in the "others."
As Christians, we welcome and show hospitality to others. Cathy Ross, an Oxford
contextual theologian, said, "Hospitality means paying attention. Importantly, we need to
pay attention to the stranger and the gifts that the stranger can bring to us. Paying
attention and the gift of attentiveness are worked out so much more easily and fruitfully
in community.”73 A dynamic way to transform the rural Church is to listen and welcome
others into the community of faith where everyone is welcomed to partake and share a
meal and stories as children of one Father. Sacramental theologian David Power upholds
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this assertion. He notes, “The symbolism of eating and drinking, or nourishment, has
always served to express the intimacy of communion with Christ that the sacrament
offers.”74
In the movie Babette’s Feast,75 Babette is seen as a stranger who comes into
Philippa and Martina's home during heavy rain, searching for a job. One interesting thing
to note is that she decides to work without pay. This is true for the people in rural areas.
Many people from other villages, with different languages and cultures, come in search
of farm employment. As it was noted, they do this for two reasons; one is to be fed, and
second, to find shelter. They seek their daily bread and shelter in a home of strangers.
Babette's story can be linked to the circumstances surrounding the birth of Jesus Christ.
There was a census, and Mary and Joseph had to travel to another town to register. They
were strangers, and there was no place for Jesus to be born. The scene of Babette's arrival
brings to mind the trouble Joseph went through before he could find an inn where Jesus
was to be born. In a similar way, the Father decides to send Jesus, His only Son, to save
humanity from their sins; Jesus comes as a stranger into the world. In John's gospel, Jesus
was seen as a stranger, rejected by his own people: "He came to what was his own, but
his own people did not accept him. But to those who did accept him he gave power to
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become children of God, to those who believe in his name, who were born not by natural
generation nor by human choice nor by a man's decision but of God" (John 1: 11-13).
Babette is seen as an outsider who brings reconciliation and peace to the people in
her community. Similarly, the liturgy emphasizes the unity of the Body of Christ.
Eucharistic Prayer II articulates this unity more clearly, "Humbly we pray that partaking
of the Body and Blood of Christ we may be gathered into one by the Holy Spirit." Also,
the Didache, which is also called the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, emphasizes
oneness through the Body of Christ. It says:
We thank you, our Father, for the life and knowledge which you made
known to us through Jesus, your servant; to you be the glory forever. Even
as this broken bread was scattered over the hills and was gathered together
and became one, so let your Church be gathered together from the ends of
the earth into your kingdom; for thine is the glory and the power through
Jesus Christ forever.76
Correspondingly, John articulates this unity in the gathering very well, "That they
may be one; even as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be in us, so
that the world may believe that thou hast sent me" (John 17:21). In many parts of the
world, there is a bias against strangers. There is fear of the unknown on both sides: the
stranger is scared of the host, and the host is afraid of the stranger. How might we trust
and have faith in each other in this scary and fearful situation? First and foremost,
acceptance of the other person is crucial to trusting God. As feared, difficult, and
challenging as it might look, a leap of faith out of one's comfort zone might be the way
forward to collaborating and knowing others.

76

Didache, “The Eucharist: Concerning Breaking of Bread,” in
www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/didache-robert.html (assessed March 5, 2022), 8.

60

The oneness of people in mind and heart is the foundation of true Christianity and
discipleship of Christ. It was difficult to live in peace and unity in the movie Babette's
Feast, and the same is true in our present world today. The world is hit with various
works of violence that have disorganized and destabilized people's unity. For example,
the current crisis between Russia and Ukraine has shaken the world. The ongoing turmoil
has separated many families, and many innocent people have lost their lives. The RussiaUkraine situation has left many homeless and poor, while some have fled to other
countries seeking safety. In addition, many people have been stereotyped and victimized,
and many of them have to travel a long distance to find a make-shift shelter. Because of
this crisis, humanity and care for others are lost, and the value of being one’s brothers and
sisters’ keeper becomes irrelevant. A similar attitude between the Russian and Ukrainian
people was recorded in the book of Genesis. When Cain killed his brother Abel and was
asked about him, he said, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Genesis 4:1-13). As Christians
and as human beings, being others’ keepers should be the business of all. Jesus came to
preach unity, peace, and care to the world; he died for the sake of humankind. Even on
the cross, he forgave his persecutors and reconciled those who had fallen from following
the Way. If Jesus could forgive sins, why is it difficult for his followers to dialogue and
restore peace in the world? The first step to becoming a Christian is to be human, and to
be human is to love, listen, dialogue, and live according to the precepts of Christ.
Babette’s Feast subtly teaches that a stranger like Babette could be another Christ;
it underscores the need for individuals to be welcoming, loving, and polite towards an
outsider or a stranger because one might be welcoming Christ through them. As Christ
himself said, "whatever you do to the least of my brothers and [sisters], you are doing it
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to me" (Matthew 25:40). Being an outsider, Babette, who is welcomed and accepted as
part of Philippa and Martina's family, changes their situation and brings peace to their
home. Almost immediately, the people around the table can identify Babette as a Christ
figure. She came as a stranger and served everyone as Christ did.
Similarly, she is like Christ in her unselfish sacrifice of giving to others. By not
being selfish, Babette cooperates with the self-offering of the Father. Theologian Robert
Daly affirms Babette's position of not being selfish in sacrificing everything for others.
Daly says, "If Christian sacrifice means the conjoined self-offerings of the Father, the
Son, and human beings, can the sacrifice of Christ be present if there is no self-offering
response from the human side?"77
3.2 Meals and Stories
Daly and Babette's Feast reiterate the importance of the "self-offering" of Christ
to humankind. The film provides a visible understanding of self-offering. Babette, as a
poor immigrant lady living as a maid with strangers who finds out she has won a lottery,
she could have used the money she won to begin an independent and free life. Instead,
she spent all the money on food for the broken community. The community was united
by this self-offering and unselfish desire of Babette. Similarly, the faith community today
gathers around the table of the Lord in their brokenness to partake in a meal that unites
and heals physically and spiritually.
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From an African context, food is an important tradition that identifies one tribe
from another. It is a heritage from the ancestors that continues from generation to
generation. As a cultural element, food is used for different celebrations: festive periods
as well as for sad moments such as death. It plays an important role in connecting people
together in the community and beyond. To quote an African proverb, “The way through a
man's heart is through his stomach.” Liturgical theologian Mary McGann further
explains, “Eating matters: what we eat, with whom we eat, where the food is grown, who
is left out, and who decides…”78 McGann maintains the importance of food and its
setting; a good meal is shared with friends and family. In the rural areas, especially in
western Nigeria, storytelling accompanied by food is a powerful tool to bring people
together as they share meals, laughter, consolation, and desolation as a community.
Sharing a meal and stories with others leaves a lasting memory for those who participate
in the meal.
Generally, in Africa, meals and stories go together. It is difficult to separate the
two. Even though each family could eat separately, gathering together to share meals and
stories emphasizes that the community's growth depends on the contribution of each one.
According to Chinua Achebe, “A man who calls his kinsmen to a feast does not do so to
save them from starving. They all have food in their own homes. When we gather
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together in the moonlit village ground, it is not because of the moon. Every man can see
it in his own compound. We come together because it is good for kinsmen to do so.”79
This community gathering expresses the purpose of the liturgy: it expresses
communal participation in the sacred. In other words, the Eucharist is celebrated amid the
assembly of the faithful, the visible expression of the Church (CCC, 1329). In the Preface
of his book Standing Together in the Community of God, Janowiak adds, “...the liturgy is
the expressive moment of standing together in the community of God.”80 The whole idea
of sharing meals and stories together as a community is to build unity and friendship. The
breaking of bread emphasizes friendship, oneness, unity, and community in the liturgy. In
examining the texts about the breaking of the bread in the Acts of Apostles, Xavier LeonDufour writes:
While referring to the sacramental rite as a whole, the term "breaking of
bread" emphasizes the element of sharing within unity that characterizes the
Christian celebration, an emphasis all the more justified since, according to
Luke, the community's daily life reflected that unity and sharing. There is
no doubt that Christians applied an idea inherited from Judaism and saw the
breaking of the bread as a symbol of the unity Christ had in mind in bringing
the faithful together.81
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Orobator affirms that “the Eucharistic meal is the center of unity of the children of God.
We are fed from the one table of the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ.”82
As was said earlier, the desire of Christ is to see Christians live in unity and love.
What happens if the unity is threatened by the lack of the Eucharist and other sacramental
activities of the people, especially in the rural areas? Put in another way, why should the
assembly be divided when partaking of meals and stories that are supposed to unite them?
For example, it is a common practice in the Catholic Church before the reception of the
Eucharist to warn non-Catholics from partaking in the Eucharistic meal. This
announcement is heartbreaking for the “outsider” who cannot partake in the same meal.
Thomas O’Loughlin’s practical response for ministers is ideal for a better inclusive
community. He offers this possibility:
For communion, there will be two stations here in the center [pointing], and
there will be three people with chalices on either side. So come up the center
aisle, and go back along the sides [again pointing]. If you're a non-Catholic
or can't go to communion for some other reason, then remember you are
very welcome to come up for a special blessing with the Blessed Sacrament,
and you can show me this by crossing your arms [gesture].83
O’Loughlin is pushing for an inclusive community that corresponds to the objective of
Christ "…that they may be one" (John 17:21). Janowiak adds, "Perhaps, at this juncture,
we need a refreshed liturgical spirituality, a piety for the People of God, one that unites us

82

Orobator Agbonkhianmeghe, Theology Brewed in an African Pot (Nairobi: Paulines Publication
Africa, 2009), 85
83

Thomas O’Loughlin, Eating Together, Becoming One: Taking Up Pope Francis’s call to
Theologians, (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2019), 175.

65

together at the source of Christ's own life in us and draws the diverse body together as
Christians rather than wedge us apart."84
The essence of gathering around God’s altar is to share the Eucharistic meal that
heals all brokenness and unites every heart. The rural Church in Nigeria and many parts
of the world have gathered and shared and been sustained as a Church in the absence of a
priest for years. The community can and should continue this practice as Church.
Additionally, meals and other produce items like yam, cassava, fruits, and vegetables that
people bring to share among themselves should be taken to the homes of members that
are not able to gather due to illness or some other reason. This gesture will solidify the
unity and friendship among the people and as a Church. In the early Church, Justin
describes the practice of taking consecrated elements home from the Eucharistic liturgy
for the faithful to consume themselves on days when the Eucharist was not celebrated.85
Thus, the rural Church in western Nigeria should continue to gather as a
community and continue obeying the commandment of the Lord: “Do this in memory of
me” (Luke 22:19). The motif of memory characterizes the lives of the people as they
worship, pray, and share meals and stories together as a community. And at the same
time, memory is one of the elements that characterizes the movie Babette’s Feast, and
Diane T. Edwards remarks, “the story is a saga of renewal and redemption in which the
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proud are disconcerted, the humble and meek are exalted, and all are given a glimpse of
the New Jerusalem for which they are yearning.”86
3.3 The importance of Gathering and Worship: Post Covid-19 Effects on the Sunday
Celebration
One might ask how the rural Church, especially in western Nigeria, was able to
gather and share stories as a Church during the pandemic. In 2020 the whole world was
shut down due to the Coronavirus pandemic. Because of this, many activities, such as
worship, education, and corporate institution, were moved online. One could imagine the
hardship this posed for the people in the rural areas, without functioning basic amenities,
no stable power supply, and internet.
One of the positive sides of Covid-19 for the world was a renewed appreciation of
time. The global shutdown of things offers people space to reflect on the importance of
time. In the rural areas, many families who were caught up in another country or city due
to the shutdown realized the value of family. And those who had the opportunity to be
with their families got to know themselves better. Another good aspect during the
shutdown was craft. In many parts of the world, especially in western Nigeria, many used
the shutdown period to learn new crafts, and today, many people are into business with
the new crafts. However, the sad part of the pandemic is the lives that were lost. And at
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the same time, many people lost their businesses, others were laid off at work, and many
petty traders who live on daily income lost their livelihoods.
Since the people in the rural areas could not gather virtually together due to their
own particular limitations, they had to improvise other means of being together as a
Church, particularly as a family. The pandemic forced them back to the family model of
the Church. On Sundays, each family would gather in front of their house at a given time.
Each family took a turn to preside at the liturgy of the word and sharing. In the end,
people had the opportunity to check on one another's health before they left. This was
how the community could sustain its Christian lives and activities. This isolation allowed
people to reflect on the importance of gathering and the need to be with one another.
Even in places where many were able to stream and follow the Eucharist virtually, they
still missed the company of others, as was the case of many throughout the world. The
pandemic highlighted the importance of in-person gatherings as an essential component
of religious and public activities.
Many people around the world express gratitude for a technology that gives them
the opportunity to connect with people in business, school, and religious activities, and it
gives them a way out of quarantine and isolation. Similarly, the people in the rural areas
are grateful for the gift of community, and most especially for the elders taking care of
the people. As Peter said, “To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness
of Christ’s sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be revealed: Be
shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care” (1 Peter 5:1-2). The presence of the
elders and the work they do in the rural areas are important reasons why the rural Church
is still alive and flourishing in its diversity.
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For worship and faith formation particularly, the pandemic affirms the importance
of lay ministers in the Church, even more so in rural areas. The powerful effect of Covid19 upholds the assertion that the lay minister should be called from among the
community to lead the people in the service of the Word and sacramental preparation.
The elders in the community often comprised these lay ministers who were able to gather
the Church together and give them hope as the People of God during the global shut
down.
The pandemic destabilized the real notion of the ecclesial nature of worship and
sacraments. In this regard, the Catechism of the Catholic Church notes: “When the
exercise of religious liberty is not thwarted, Christians construct buildings for divine
worship. These visible churches are not simply gathering places but signify and make
visible the Church living in this place, the dwelling of God with [people] reconciled and
united in Christ” (CCC,1180). Covid-19 did not do away with gatherings, but it did
destabilize the unity of the Church as a gathered Body in one place. For this reason,
bishops should commission and send lay ministers to assist priests, especially in their
communities, because in a situation such as the pandemic, the lay minister living among
the people will be able to unite the People of God in their regions and communities as a
truly local Church.
The time of isolation has given the rural Church in western Nigeria needed space
to reflect and appreciate the importance of one another and the need to constantly gather
as a community even in the absence of a priest. Despite the boredom and psychological
stress that accompanied the isolation and shutdown, the gathering of the people as a
Church for the liturgy of the Word, recitation of the rosary, and other activities sustained
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the people as a Church, and due to interaction with one another after the service, most
were able to sustain their mental health. Learning from these experiences, the gathering
of the people needs to be appreciated as a priority for the people in western Nigeria
because Christ is truly present among them precisely as a Church in the Scriptures and
prayers they share in these gatherings. Whenever the people depart after they have
gathered, they go with joy and thanksgiving to share the experience of their encounter
with the Lord with family and friends who are not able to gather with the community.
3.4 Eucharist as Thanksgiving
The Catechism of the Catholic Church says: “The Eucharist is a sacrifice of
thanksgiving to the Father, a blessing by which the Church expresses her gratitude to God
for all his benefits, for all that he has accomplished through creation, redemption, and
sanctification. Eucharist means, first of all, "thanksgiving" (CCC, 1360). The Catechism
attests that thanksgiving and sacrifice are connected; hence, they cannot be separated.
The Eucharist is a celebration of God's giftedness through the sacrifice of himself to
humanity. Through this sacrifice, the People of God celebrate God's love, and in gratitude
for God's love, the People of God offer themselves to God in union with Christ.
According to Paul's letter to the Romans, he says, "I appeal to you, therefore, brethren, by
the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to
God, which is your spiritual worship” (Rom 12:1).
As previously highlighted, the words of the institution of the Eucharist express
this thanksgiving: “And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it” and “After taking the
cup, he gave thanks and said, Take this and divide it among you” (Luke 22: 17-19; cf.
also 1 Cor 11:24). In addition to this, the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls it
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“consecratory thanksgiving” (CCC, 1346), just as the bread and wine are a symbol of
consecratory thanksgiving used in Genesis:
Then Melchizedek, king of Salem, brought out bread and wine. He was a
priest of God Most High, and he blessed Abram, saying, “Blessed be Abram
by God Most High, Creator of heaven and earth. And praise be to God Most
High, who delivered your enemies into your hand. Then Abram gave him a
tenth of everything” (Genesis 14: 18-20).
Therefore, the entire liturgy of the Eucharistic celebration is a focal time of prayer and
thanksgiving. As the liturgy of the Eucharist begins, the Eucharistic prayer invites the
congregation to offer thanks to the Lord. Hence, the priest says, “Let us give thanks to the
Lord our God,” and the congregation responds, “It is right and just.” The prayer
continues, “It is truly right and just, our duty and our salvation, always and everywhere to
give you thanks, Lord, holy Father, almighty and eternal God, through Christ our Lord.”
The Preface ends with a hymn of praise by the people: “Holy, Holy, Holy Lord God of
hosts. Heaven and earth are full of your glory. Hosanna in the highest. Blessed is he who
comes in the name of the Lord. Hosanna in the highest.” The Eucharistic prayer is all
about thanksgiving. The Catechism affirms this:
Eucharist is also the sacrifice of praise by which the Church sings the glory
of God in the name of all creation. This sacrifice of praise is possible only
through Christ: he unites the faithful to his person, to his praise, and to his
intercession, so that the sacrifice of praise to the Father is offered through
Christ and with him, to be accepted in him. (CCC, 1361).
The prayers express that thanksgiving is not by words of mouth; it can also be expressed
by the gestures of our bodies and cultural diversity. It is a thanksgiving for a gift of God’s
presence in the midst of His people: He became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14).
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In rural western Nigeria, thanksgiving means self-offering, and this is why the
gathering as a community on Sunday in the absence of a priest is important. Despite the
scarcity of the Eucharist in these areas, the people continue to recognize the presence of
God in their midst, and that alone is thanksgiving. As the People of God on the margins
of society, they are grateful to God for the gift of one another. The community finds
strength, support, care, and healing in the company of each other through words of
encouragement and the presence of others. As in “Babette’s Feast,” they are united
around one table as they share meals and stories as members of one family. At the
command of Christ, "Do this in memory of me," the parting gift as a community every
Sunday is the memory they share together as the People of God. The Catechism affirms
that "The Eucharist is the memorial of Christ's Passover, the making present and the
sacramental offering of his unique sacrifice, in the liturgy of the Church which is his
Body.
According to the Council of Trent,87 the Eucharist is not simply another sacrifice;
instead, the Eucharist is the representation of the eternal sacrifice of Christ, and as such,
the memory remains even unto the end of the world by which the faithful are reconciled
to the Father.88 As a rural Church, the memory of Christ in the community of the faithful
is received with gratitude. As the community offers gratitude for a gift received from a
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friend, so too in this prayer, it renders gratitude to God for Christ’s self-offering in their
lives.
In order to continue to be grateful to God as an individual and as a community,
the people in rural western Nigeria, despite being poor, isolated, and deprived of frequent
Eucharist and other sacraments, are determined to continue to seek the face of God in the
gathering of the assembly. Even though the Church says that “the Eucharist commits us
to the poor. To receive in truth, the Body and Blood of Christ given up for us, we must
recognize Christ in the poorest, his brethren” (CCC, 1397). Since the Eucharist is not as
frequent as it should be, the people begin to recognize Christ in the assembly and in one
another as the very poor, which the Eucharist commits the Church to feed. Pope Francis
has reminded the Church and the world at large about the easy disregard for the
marginalized among us. He says:
Some parts of our human family, it appears, can be readily sacrificed for the
sake of others considered worthy of a carefree existence. Ultimately,
“persons are no longer seen as a paramount value to be cared for and
respected, especially when they are poor and disabled, 'not yet useful' – like
the unborn, or 'no longer needed' – like the elderly.89
One could then argue that the people in rural areas, especially in western Nigeria, have
been marginalized in this way. Despite this, they are proving to the priests and bishops in
their regions, through their constant gatherings and the liturgy of the Word in the absence
of a priest, that the rural Church is still vibrant and alive. Thus, in their own uniqueness
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as the People of God, they have every reason to be thankful to God for all he has done,
even in their poverty and marginalization.
3.5 A Way Forward for More Eucharistic Gathering and Worship in the Absence of
a Priest
In his book The Spirit of Liturgy, Joseph Ratzinger writes, “The real liturgical
action, the true liturgical act, is the oratio, the great prayer that forms the core of the
Eucharistic celebration …”90 The rural Church affirms Ratzinger's point about prayer,
which is at the center of their Eucharistic celebrations and gatherings. Despite the lack of
the Eucharist, the common prayers and devotion based on this Eucharistic identity have
been the reason the Church in the rural areas, especially in western Nigeria, still exists.
As a Catholic, it is believed that the Eucharist is Christ’s gift to the Church, from
which his love is poured out upon humanity, and, in this gift, he promises to be with the
Church until the end of time. At the Sunday Eucharist celebration, Jesus encourages the
faithful to do this in memory of him. In Paul's letter to the Corinthians, he wrote, "For
whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he
comes” (1 Corinthians 11:26). These same words are used as the faithful proclaim the
mystery of faith as they gather around the Eucharistic table. For the rural Church where
the Eucharistic is not frequent, these words must be expressed in the common prayers and
devotions. In the final instruction to the Thessalonians, Paul encouraged them to “Rejoice
always, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you
in Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:16-18). The rural Church is keeping the memory of
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Jesus by praying always and continually as a community of faith even in their Eucharistic
deprivation.
Culturally, gathering as a community influences the religious practice of the
people of western Nigeria. It is a custom for a family to pray, share meals, and dialogue
together as a family. The structure of religion as a family has sustained the rural Church
over the years. It is still the same structure that keeps the Church alive and present in its
marginalization and deprivation. In other words, the culture of the people, highly valued
in Nigeria, has created an inclusive pattern for people to live and pray together as a
family and a community. African theologian Wilfred Lajul, Uganda, says that
“community provides vitality, meaning, responsibility, resources, and protections to
human beings.”91 He adds that “to live outside the community is like a grasshopper that
has lost its wings.”92 This means that an individual cannot supersede the community.
Bevans said earlier that theologians should focus their theologies on a person. However,
the person is not complete in himself or herself, but in their communal identity. Mbitian's
famous phrase, "I am because we are, and since we are, therefore I am,”93 expresses this
clearly.
Having highlighted the importance of Eucharistic gathering as a community of
faith and how the people are influenced by their cultures, how might they continue to
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celebrate the memory of the Lord every Sunday in the absence of a priest? In order to
have more consistent gatherings as the people of God, it is clear that lay presiders for the
Communion services, the development of small Christian communities, and ongoing
catechesis should form the basis for the structure of celebration in the absence of a priest.
As indicated in chapter two, the importance of lay ministries in the Church cannot
be over-emphasized. Local bishops and the priests, therefore, should see to the
encouragement of these ministries in the Church, especially in the interior and rural areas
such as one found in western Nigeria. Therefore, in addition to the liturgy of the Word
that is already in practice in these areas, the people should be able to receive the
Eucharist even in the absence of a priest. How might service of the Word and
Communion help in this need? The lay catechist who presides can arrange the reception
of the Eucharist on Sundays, on solemnity days, especially making the Eucharist
available for the aged and dying in the absence of a priest.
In Redemptionis Sacramentum,94 the document encouraged lay ministers to do
what is necessary so that the Church's liturgy would be carried out appropriately. Even
though this pertains to an actual celebration of the Eucharist, lay ministers could apply
this readiness to the Communion services. It says:
Apart from the duly instituted ministries of acolyte and lector, the most
important of these ministries are those of acolyte and lector by temporary
deputation. In addition to these are the other functions that are described in
the Roman Missal, as well as the functions of preparing the hosts, washing
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the liturgical linens, and the like. All, “whether ordained ministers or lay
faithful, in exercising their own office or ministry should do exclusively and
fully that which pertains to them.” In the liturgical celebration itself as well
as in its preparation, they should do what is necessary so that the Church’s
Liturgy will be carried out worthily and appropriately. (RS, 44).
In the absence of the Eucharistic celebration itself, and to do what is necessary for the
rural areas, the catechist in each area or region could go to the parish once a week,
preferably on Saturdays, to gather the consecrated hosts for the Sunday service. Edward
Foley argues that lay giving or preserving communion is ancient, and to re-enact the
practice in a place due to a shortage of a priest in a certain place is timely and pertinent.
He wrote:
There are Roman frescoes from the first couple of centuries depicting small
boxes, or arcæ, which were probably used to hold valuable items such as
jewelry, cosmetics, or consecrated hosts. These would have been taken to
people unable to attend the usual Sunday gathering. It is likely that these
hosts were stored in people’s houses in closets, chests, or cupboards.95
Such an adaptation of this ancient practice for lay presiders in the rural areas will
go a long way to quench their hunger and thirst for the Eucharist. And at the same time,
the presence of Christ in the community will increase their participation and commitment
to God and one another. They will gather to give thanks and praise in the spirit of
tradition despite its limitations.
In his book Lay People in the Church, Yves Congar, a French theologian, says
that small Christian communities are "little church cells wherein the mystery is lived
directly and with great simplicity…The church's machinery, sometimes the very
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institution, is a barrier obscuring her deep and living mystery, which they can find, or
find again, only from below.”96 Congar emphasized that the inspiration for gathering as a
Church comes from the SCCs. In order to sustain a Church in the rural areas, attention
must be paid to the poor and marginalized such as in western Nigeria. To understand
people's situation from below is to meet them where they are and journey with them to
the top.
The small Christian communities sustain the faith of the community. In it, the
people find strength and purpose to gather on Sundays. Inasmuch as the Sunday gathering
is important, weekly gatherings in SCCs are equally important for faith nourishment and
growth. At the end of the Eucharistic celebration, and among words of dismissal, the
priest or the deacon says, "The Mass is ended; go in peace to love and serve the Lord,"
and the congregation responds, "Thanks, be to God." The dismissal, in other words, is
sending the congregation on a mission to their brothers and sisters in the world. They are
to share their experience of God's grace with friends and people of other faith. As was
said previously, the SCCs meet once a week to discuss the reading, reflect and pray. In
their group discussion, they see in a concrete sense where God is present with them, and
this is what they share with friends and other people in their communities. Hence, the lay
minister living and working with and for the people could ensure that the group
gatherings are held every week.
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Evangelii Nuntiandi97 was written ten years after Vatican II. The central theme of
this apostolic exhortation is evangelization. The SCCs are another means where Catholics
spread the good news of Christ. The people need to be helped with the practical means to
evangelize others, within and outside the community. As the People of God, it is the duty
of everyone and a vocational call to evangelize that all share. For this to be effective, it
has to begin with committed individuals. The document affirms that:
The Church is an evangelizer, but she begins by being evangelized herself.
She is the community of believers, the community of hope lived and
communicated, the community of brotherly love, and she needs to listen
unceasingly to what she must believe, to her reasons for hoping, to the new
commandment of love. She is the People of God immersed in the world and
often tempted by idols, and she always needs to hear the proclamation of
the "mighty works of God" which converted her to the Lord; she always
needs to be called together afresh by Him and reunited. (EN, 15).
The exhortation shows that evangelization is at the heart of efforts to sustain the Body of
Christ, especially in the rural areas, and it cannot be left to the priests, particularly when
there is a scarcity of priests. It is the duty of all, and the purpose of working together as
children of God to evangelize is an invitation to the people to have an encounter with
Christ. The document adds,
Evangelizing is, in fact, the grace and vocation proper to the Church, her
deepest identity. She exists in order to evangelize, that is to say, in order to
preach and teach, to be the channel of the gift of grace, to reconcile sinners
with God, and to perpetuate Christ’s sacrifice in the Mass, which is the
memorial of His death and glorious resurrection (EN, 14)
Therefore, small Christian communities need to be developed and well-structured with
the collaboration of both the priests and lay ministers. This will aid the people to share
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and evangelize themselves and continue to work on reconciliation, justice, and
compassion as individuals and as a community. By so doing, the SCCs will continue to
be a Church for one another and the wider society, bringing Christ to the doorstep of
everyone, particularly through sharing meals and stories.
In order to foster gathering in the absence of a priest, another approach to more
Eucharistic gatherings as a Church is through ongoing catechesis. The Catechism of the
Catholic Church expresses this goal when it says, “The sacraments are efficacious signs
of grace, instituted by Christ and entrusted to the Church, by which divine life is
dispensed to us. The visible rites by which the sacraments are celebrated signify and
make present the graces proper to each sacrament. They bear fruit in those who receive
them with the required dispositions” (CCC, 1131). Theologian John H. Westerhoff III
notes that catechesis is "the process by which persons are initiated into the Christian
community and its faith, revelation, and vocation."98 Catechetical education opportunities
are ways of gathering Catholics to be nourished through the doctrine of the Church in
order to prepare themselves to meet Christ through the sacraments of the Church.
In the rural areas, especially in western Nigeria, many people make the long
journey to the nearest parish for baptism and other sacraments. However, with the
presence of the lay minister in the community, the preparation for sacraments can be
done locally; and the lay minister can arrange for a suitable day when the priest can come
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and administer these sacraments to the people. This is a good example of ecclesial
collaboration. Catechetical classes or other forms of faith development are other channels
through which the people learn more about their faith and their responsibilities as
baptized Catholics in the Church. Westerhoff would say that "catechesis is a lifelong
process, understood as every activity the church uses to introduce people to a Christian
lifestyle and form people in the ways of the Christian faith and community.”99 As a
Church in the rural areas, the only way for the people to deepen their understanding of
the teaching of the Church and their own duties toward the Church is by regularly
gathering them together for catechesis in their own local setting. The teaching will impact
their lives and help them see the grace of regularly gathering with the community on
Sundays, even in the absence of a priest.
Thus, a Sunday gathering for Word and sacrament with a lay presider will add
more joy to the rural Church. At the same time, the small Christian communities will
offer various modes of catechesis that give the people some sort of foundation and
conviction about their faith and give them something more to look forward to every
Sunday. Lastly, ongoing catechesis will prepare the catechumens and offer them the
opportunity to understand what they are about the receive and the reason to gather with
the entire community. By more aggressively developing these approaches to building
Christian communities in the rural settings, the Church in the rural areas, especially in
western Nigeria, will not feel deprived, isolated, and marginalized. With the presence of
the lay ministers, the gap and tension between the people in the rural areas and the city
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will be bridged. At the same time, it will give the priests a structure for pastoral visitation
so that they can more effectively minister to their many small rural communities. This is
the hope and challenge in these post-pandemic times.
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CONCLUSION
The apostolic exhortation Catechesi Tradendae100 of Pope John Paul II was the
first papal document where the word "inculturation" appeared. An excerpt from this
exhortation is an important part of the conclusion of this research. The document says:
The term acculturation' or inculturation may be a neologism, but it expresses
very well one factor of the great mystery of the Incarnation. We can say of
catechesis, as well as of evangelization in general, that it is called to bring
the power of the Gospel into the very heart of culture and cultures. For this
purpose, catechesis will seek to know these cultures and their essential
components; it will learn their most significant expressions; it will respect
their particular values and riches. In this manner, it will be able to offer
these cultures the knowledge of the hidden mystery and help them to bring
forth from their own living tradition original expressions of the Christian
life, celebration, and thought. Two things must, however, be kept in mind.
On the one hand, the Gospel message cannot be purely and simply isolated
from the culture in which it was first inserted (the biblical world or, more
concretely, the cultural milieu in which Jesus of Nazareth lived), nor,
without serious loss, from the cultures in which it has already been
expressed down the centuries; it does not spring spontaneously from any
cultural soil; it has always been transmitted by means of an apostolic
dialogue which inevitably becomes part of a certain dialogue of cultures.
On the other hand, the power of the Gospel everywhere transforms and
regenerates. When that power enters into a culture, it is no surprise that it
rectifies many of its elements. There would be no catechesis if it were the
Gospel that had to change when it came into contact with the cultures. (CT,
53).
This exhortation was addressed to the bishops, clergy, and faithful of the whole Church.
In 1977, it was used to conclude the Fourth General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops
held in Rome. The fourth general assembly of the synod of Bishops often stressed the
importance of all authentic catechesis. For the rural Church that does not have regular
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contact with priests, Eucharist, and sacraments, catechesis becomes a place where Christ
is met and understood by Catholics.
Additionally, culture is an integral part of promoting Christianity and
evangelizing the Good News of Christ. Culture in itself is respectful and open to
dialogue, and as such, religions should also respect every cultural practice of a particular
place and its people. The People, on their part, are heavily influenced by culture. The
gospel of Christ, now rooted in western Nigeria, is conjoined with people's culture, which
is why it is difficult to separate the people from their cultural activities even as they serve
Christ.
As an African and son of the soil who was born and raised in the western part of
Nigeria, the experience of Eucharistic deprivation, isolation, and the marginalized of the
people has been on my mind. The three chapters of this thesis have described the
problem, possible solution, and action that might be taken in order for the people in the
rural areas, especially in the western part of Nigeria, to live in union with other Catholics
in the cities and urban areas. Many theologians have not focused and written extensively
about Catholic activities in rural areas. This thesis describes my personal experience and
concern as a Catholic from the western part of Nigeria who sees the need for the rural
Church to be in union with other Catholics in other parts of the country.
In the first chapter, I demonstrated the problem of the people in the western part
of Nigeria. Most of the problems are inadequacies and incompetence of the government
in delivering the dividend of democracy to the people. All government leaders have done
is make a promise in order to gain the trust of the masses and earn their votes for political
positions and offices. After the elections, the people, especially those living in the rural
84

areas, are left abandoned. Because of this, poverty increases, and many cannot afford
three squeal meals in a day. In a situation like this, how can people gather, pray, and they
serve the Lord? In other words, these problems, coupled with the shortage of priests,
affect religious practices in this part of the world.
Because a priest rarely came to my village, when I was a child, my parents and I
would work many kilometers on Sundays to attend the Eucharist in another village
whenever a priest visited the community. My immediate younger brother was baptized
there, rather, in our village. I grew up with this experience of deprivation of the
Eucharistic and sacramental needs. I often compared these experiences to that of people
in the cities of Nigeria who were able to regularly have access to priests and the
sacraments. But the people in the rural areas, especially in western Nigeria, are no less
Catholic than others. The tension between the local and the urban areas needs to be
bridged with the help of bishops by commissioning and training lay ministers to assist the
priests in the rural areas.
The future and sustainability of the rural Church, and especially in the areas and
regions where there is a shortage of priests, lies with lay ministers. As a young boy, I was
not able to distinguish the difference between priests and volunteer catechists: the
catechist with his black cassock lived and presided at the liturgical services in the
community, while the priest came rarely. Finally, in high school, I learned the difference
between a priest and a catechist. However, even at that time, there were no trained
catechists in the diocese. Today, the Ondo diocese has the Catechist Training Center,
focusing on training the catechists to assist the priests, especially in the interior villages
and communities in the diocese.
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The volunteer catechists, over the years, gave themselves to the mission of the
Church in their different communities. They embraced it as a vocational call from God.
They were devoted and generous with their time. These men and women of faith taught
many men who have become bishops and priests in the diocese. Because of these
volunteers, the rural Church is still in existence. This precedent of the elders in the
community acting as volunteer catechists calls for more lay ministers to preside at the
Communion service, the liturgy of the Word, and, more importantly, attending to the
people in villages in the absence of a priest. For example, the continuous presence of a
lay minister in the community will give the dying an opportunity to receive the Eucharist
before they join their ancestors. The continuous presence of lay ministers in the
community will strengthen the unity and communion they share as the People of God.
The joy of the rural Church is the communion and participation people share as
friends, families, co-workers, and members of one community. Because of this, the
community and its people are growing socially, politically, and spiritually. This
collaboration with one another has yielded some fruits in the Church. One of these fruits
was the construction of a new and modern Church. This was possible because of people’s
cooperation and donation toward a common goal. The people built many Churches in
rural western Nigeria, and only a few received a helping hand from the diocese to
construct modern churches. At present, many communities are still gathering as a Church
in their old churches. Even in this situation, the joy of gathering as the People of God is
more important than the structure.
There is a need for the bishops to make pastoral visits to the rural areas. Often,
when bishops have only visited parishes located in the cities and parishioners from the
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rural areas had to travel to the city with gifts to present to the bishops. The bishops should
rethink and restructure their pastoral visits. As a shepherd of the entire diocese, the
People of God in their local areas should be more important than the gifts they offer to
the bishops. Bishops should restructure their visits to every Church in the rural areas so
that the people on the margins will feel loved and supported. In this restructuring,
parishioners that live in the city could be invited to be part of the visit to a rural parish so
that they will be able to see and understand the problems and challenges of the rural
Church, and they might be able to offer assistance these churches and people in one way
or another. The pastoral visit of the bishops to the rural areas could open an avenue for
dialogue, collaboration, and participation between the rural and urban Churches.
The priests in different regions should create an accommodating structure in
which members of the rural Church can participate. One such program is the New Year
prayer that is held at the beginning of the year. As the prayer moves from one parish to
another, the rural Church can host one of the prayer days in their communities. Similarly,
priests working with their bishop should develop a regular schedule for visiting rural
parishes. Between these occasions, lay catechists will lead Communion service and
preparations of individuals and families for the reception of sacraments such as baptism,
marriage, and first Communion. This structured and planned process will give the people
a sense of belonging as Catholics to a vibrant community.
When priests come to celebrate Eucharist and other sacraments, they should fully
involve themselves in the life of the parish. They should try to attend the small Christian
community gatherings that occur while they are there. As a pastor and leaders of God’s
people, they should sit with the people, explain the Scripture to them, answer their
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questions, and encourage them in their Christian journey. When the community knows a
priest is coming on a schedule, they can make preparations for his visit. After the
Eucharist, the community can meet with the priest to discuss concerns and then share a
meal. And lastly, the priest can bring the sacrament of the sick to the sick, aged, and
dying in the community. The people on the margins of the society should be at the heart
of the priest, who is their shepherd.
However, many bishops are not open to the process of training and
commissioning lay catechists. Some bishops do not permit the lay minister to give
Communion to the people because it is attached to the office of a priest. Often there are
practices permitted in the city parishes that are not allowed in the rural areas. For
example, in parishes in the city, after the Communion prayer, the Eucharistic ministers go
out with Communion to the hospitals and homes of the sick, aged, and those who cannot
gather with the people for Communion. If this can be done for the people in city and
urban areas, lay ministers in rural areas should have the same permission to do so as part
of a Eucharistic celebration with a lay person presiding. Therefore, bishops need to look
into the situation of gathering in the rural areas and take seriously their obligation to
address the question of Eucharistic and other sacramental deprivation in western Nigeria.
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